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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION
TERMINAL YOUTH: THE FAILURE NARRATIVE OF THE DYSFUNCTIONAL
FAMILY AS NON-VIABILITY OF CAPIATATLIST ECONOMIC LIBERALISM IN
CONTEMPORARY LATIN AMERICAN FILM
This project examines the desire for national and international belonging and
citizenship in the figure of the child intersectionally marked by race, class, and gender in
contemporary Latin American film, a desire that is ultimately met only with precarity and
violence. Chapter One analyzes the figure of the orphaned street child in terms of the desire
for connection with a mother figure as a stand-in for the lack of affective community in
Pixote: a lei do mais fraco (Brazil, 1981), La vendedora de rosas (Colombia, 1998), and
Huelepega: ley de la calle (Venezuela, 1999) in which the protagonists either die, disappear
or become entrenched in a life of crime which is mirrored in the real-life scenarios the
young actresses and actors faced. Chapter Two studies the role of adolescent indigenous
female protagonists as a function of how national belonging is correlated to the prestige in
Madeinusa (Peru, 2006), La teta asustada (Peru, 2009) and Ixcanul (Guatemala, 2016) on
international film circuits. Chapter Three focuses on the migrant child’s desire for
belonging in the US in El Norte (Guatemala/USA, 1983), Which Way Home (Mexico/USA,
2009), and La jaula de oro (Mexico, 2012), a migration that is both ironic and tragic
because it is historically driven by economically motivated US-backed state-sponsored
violence, and ends with the dehumanization of the protagonists both in their countries of
origin and the US. My dissertation argues that the child is a microcosm for the region as a
whole, and the lack of belonging that the child experiences as an effect of intergenerational
historical and political structural power and violence is analogous to Latin America’s
frustrated attempts to come into its own both economically and culturally on a global scale.
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CHAPTER 1. Latin America as Represented via the Family: A Cultural History
1.1

The Family in the Latin American Melodrama
In contemporary Latin American film of the last several decades, the presence of

families in crisis is ubiquitous, regardless of genre and country of origin. This family in
crisis is represented in narrative terms that treat a wide spectrum of cultural and political
topics, including migration (El Norte, Guatemala/USA 1983; La jaula de oro, Mexico
2012; Which Way Home, USA 2009; Bajo la misma luna, Mexico/USA 2007; María Full
of Grace, Colombia/USA/Ecuador, 2004; Entre nos, USA 2009), social inequality (Los
olvidados, Mexico 1950; Pixote: a lei do mais fraco, Brazil 1981; Rodrigo D.: no futuro,
Colombia 1990; La vendedora de rosas, Colombia 1998; Ônibus 174, Brazil 2002;
Habanastation, Cuba 2011; Viva Cuba, 2005 Cuba), indigenous communities
(Madeinusa, Peru/Spain 2006; La teta asustada, Peru/Spain 2009; Ixcanul,
Guatemala/France 2016), post-war memory (La historia oficial, Argentina 1985; El niño
pez, Argentina 2009; Cuchillos en el cielo, Peru 2013; O ano em que meus pais sairam de
férias, Brazil 2006), civil war (Voces inocentes, El Salvador 2004; Machuca, Chile 2004;
Alsino y el condor, Nicaragua 1982) sexuality (Perfume de violetas: nadie te oye, Mexico
2001; XXY, Argentina/Spain/France 2007; Pelo malo,
Venezuela/Argentina/Peru/Germany 2013; Después de Lucía, Mexico 2012) and
racialized class conflict (La Ciénaga, Argentina 2000; Amar te duele, Mexico 2002).
What stands out in these films is the parent-child relationship; overwhelmingly,
these narratives situate the child or adolescent in a relationship of profound tension with
parental figures who are ambivalent and absentee at best and controlling and violent at
worst. In Perfume de violetas: nadie te oye (Mexico 2000), Yessica yearns for her
1

mother’s love and ultimately kills her friend Miriam in an attempt to become a surrogate
daughter to Miriam’s mother; Pelo malo (Venezuela 2013) tells the story of Junior who,
wishing to be loved by his mother, cleaves to her demands for social conformism at the
sacrificial expense of his own individuality and emotional well-being in order to maintain
his proximity to her; in Huelepega (El Salvador 1999), 11 year-old Oscar is thrown from
his home and must fight to survive on the streets where his only option is turning to a life
of crime and drugs: these are just a few examples of many. Regardless of location, social
and/or historical context, the one topic that is consistent among these films is the fraught
desire for connection with a parental figure. Although some films do formulate
optimistic strategies of resistance or compensation for this circumstance of what we
might call de facto orphaning (Los insólitos peces gato [Mexico 2013], Entre nos [USA
2009], Temporada de patos [Mexico 2004]), I argue that what is represented onscreen is
overwhelmingly a failure of parent-child support that leads to disastrous consequences.
Whether films stage tenuously happy endings or unrelenting crisis, I argue that this
representation of family dysfunctionality is an abstract representation of how
contemporary Latin American societies during this same time period, from the late
twentieth century forward, have experienced a troubled incorporation into the global
market and politics. How the family is portrayed, then, provides a window into
understanding multiple politico-economic issues: class conflict, the desire for
incorporation into economic and political life, and the continued repression of
marginalized subjects in modern economies on both regional and global scales.

2

1.2

Children and Family as Allegorical Representation of Latin America
Political, economic, and fictional texts from the independence movements

forward rhetorically situate Latin America within the structure of a family. Simón
Bolívar’s “Carta de Jamaica,” written in 1815 while Bolívar resided in Jamaica as an
exile and in response to a missive from Henry Cullen, lays out a series of issues,
including the problems inherent in the Spanish empire and its handling of the American
economy. More to the point, he says, “Se nos dejava con una conducta que, además de
privarnos de los derechos que nos correspondían, nos dejava en una especie de Ynfancia
permanente, con respeto a las transacciones públicas… Los Americanos en el sistema
Español, que está en vigor, y quizá con mayor fuerza que nunca, no ocupan otro lugar en
la sociedad que el de siervos propios para el trabajo y cuando mas, el de simples
consumidores” (18; emphasis added). What Bolívar refers to as the “Ynfancia
permanente,” or permanent infancy, in which he asserts that even the most basic selfgovernance is being deprived of Americans to feed the power and greed of the Spanish
crown, places Latin America in its earliest moments as a child. In addition, his assertion
that either the American population are given the position of workers or consumers
provides a basis for understanding Latin America’s place in the global economic sphere.
The concept of what America was and continues to be was already fashioned in this early
text. However, even as Bolívar criticizes the relative powerlessness of Latin America in
light of Spanish colonial power, as independence movements were successful in
providing the colonies with new power for themselves, especially for the Creoles, or
American born descendants of the Spanish colonizers, the rhetoric of youth persisted
through José Martí’s famous essay, “Nuestra América,” in which he rhetorically fashions
the contemporary generation, in 1891, as youth—on the one hand, criticizing their desire
3

to emulate Europe, on the other hand reiterating the power youth have to continue the
project of maintaining the independence of the Americas not only from Spain but also
from the new imperial power, the United States.
The metaphor of the family, and the allegorical representation of Latin America in
the figure of the child, is present in fictional accounts as well. Indeed, the preponderance
of novels written in the nineteenth century feature marital or sexual relationships that
could be interpreted to symbolize the nation. Doris Sommer argues in Foundational
Fictions: The National Romances of Latin America (1992) that the romantic novel that
proliferated at the end of the nineteenth century serves to construct a “history that would
help to establish the legitimacy of the emerging nations and […] direct that history
toward a future ideal” (7). This is not to say that the novels Sommer talks about belong to
the literary genre of the Romantic novel, but rather she explains that the novels are
romance novels in the sense that “domestic happiness […] runs over into dreams of
national prosperity” (7). Novels such as Jorge Isaacs’s María (1867), Cirilo Villaverde’s
Cecilia Valdés (Cuba 1882), the Cuban émigrée Gertrudis de Avellaneda’s Sab (Spain
1841), and José Mármol’s Amalia (Argentina 1851) provide examples of how marriage
and love are treated in the romantic novel of the nineteenth century as foundational to the
construction of national identity and projection of the future on the strength of these
romantic bonds. Picking up on this line of inquiry, in his book Pragmatic Passions:
Melodrama and Latin American Social Narratives (2014), Matthew Bush notes how,
from the moments of independence onward, melodrama is used in novels to mediate
social and political issues. Melodrama, Bush writes, “provides a narrative structure that
facilitates an understanding of the social” (14). The novels which he includes in his
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analysis, such as Rómulo Gallegos’s Doña Bárbara (Venezuela 1929) and Carlos
Fuentes’s La muerte de Artemio Cruz (Mexico 1962), can be considered part of the
continuum of Latin American literature that places social commentary within the family.
In novels, such as Sab (1841), Cecilia Valdes (1839), and Maria (1867), the
nation’s economy and societal structure is explored via the romantic entanglements of the
protagonists. On the one hand, in both Sab and Cecilia Valdes, the reader finds out that
the main characters involved in a romantic relationship are actually half-brother and halfsister, whereas in María, the protagonist, Efraín, has an arranged marriage planned to his
Jewish cousin Maria. In Cecilia Valdés, the titular character becomes pregnant with her
half-brother’s child. The fact that Cecilia continues living with her mother in abject
poverty in an area of La Habana far away from the well-off father of her child not only
shows the class differences between the two, but also the lack of possibility for her or her
line to leave a position of low-class status. In other words, the cycle of colonial
repression of afro-descendants which Cecilia Valdés, her mother, and her child are cast is
intergenerational in nature, with the child to which Cecilia gives birth remaining a potent
metaphor for the likelihood of non-white, poorer populations to overcome their relative
position of disempowerment. In the novel María, the message is clearly anti-Semitic as
Efraín’s fiancé, his Jewish cousin María, eventually dies before they can wed or have
children. The lack of progeny from this relationship may be read as the impossibility for
Jewishness1 to have a place in the New World and the liberal economic order. In Sab, the
relationship between Carlota, Enrique and Sab can be read in an economic vein—Sab’s

Doris Sommer suggests that María dies either because, “her Jewishness is a stain, or she
dies because conversion was a sin” (190).
1
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attachment to Carlota keeps him from enjoying freedom after being a slave to Carlota’s
wealthy family his whole life, and Carlota, who only loves Sab as a brother, marries the
English merchant’s son Enrique. Sab, who is economically and socially inferior to
Enrique, is portrayed as morally superior; however, Carlota agrees to marry Enrique,
reflecting one of the main principles of economic liberalism in their relationship that
plagues Latin America to the present day – foreign powers taking over American wealth
and leaving the natives to suffer.
Continuing in the vein of both Bush’s and Sommer’s analyses, I would argue that
by the turn of the century, the novela de la tierra provides a glimpse into the emerging
nation, predicated on the protagonistic youth of such characters as Fabio Cáceres of
Ricardo Güiraldes’s Don Segundo Sombra (Argentina 1926) and Marisela and Santos
Luzardo in Doña Bárbara. In Don Segundo Sombra, the orphaned protagonist comes of
age during a journey through the Argentinian pampa, before reuniting with his aunts and
finding out that he is in fact the son of the dead ranch owner. The novel ends with the
newly named protagonist, Fabio Cáceres, making trips between the city and countryside
to better establish himself as a steward to the land he is given and bringing order to the
rural land in which he resides. On the other hand, Santos Luzardo in Doña Bárbara has
already finished his education and throughout the novel, his knowledge of law, coupled
with his experience in the wilderness of Venezuela, prepares him to bring law and order
to the untamed wilderness. In both novels, the protagonists are characters who portray not
only a deep knowledge of the heartland of their respective countries, but also develop the
tools necessary to be part of the modern economic order, represented via the city
educations both receive. Both bring order to the wilderness by building fences or other

6

structures, indicating that rational thought and education are needed alongside a deep
knowledge of the wilderness to be able to bring order to the whole of society.2 As a
thought experiment, we might consider these early twentieth-century novelistic children
the offspring of the marriages that took place in the romantic novels of the nineteenth
century; the conclusion one might reach is that the novels portray a successful project of
nation-building based upon liberal ideologies of privileging individual rights and
capitalistic economic policies in creating wealth.
However, family dynamics begin to change on the literary stage, entering a
downward spiral as we approach the mid-century mark. Leading up to this change in
narrative and running parallel to the stories of marital bliss and felicitous reproduction
that discursively consolidates the future of the liberal nation-state, a chorus of socially
critical literary voices emerges. Writers such as Horacio Quiroga, María Luisa Bombal,
Jorge Icaza, and Julio Ramón Ribeyro begin to articulate counter-narratives to the happy
family structure represented in so many novels. In other words, the cultural production of
early twentieth-century Latin America evinces ambivalence with respect to the future of
the family unit emblematic of the liberal state. The characters of Quiroga’s short stories
such as “El almohadón de plumas” and “La gallina degollada” (Cuentos de amor, de
locura y de muerte, Uruguay 1917) present landholding elite protagonists who are unable
to produce viable offspring. María Luisa Bombal’s La amortajada (Chile 1938) could be
considered the antithesis to these arguments. Although Ana María ultimately marries and

2

This may also be a nod to the debate regarding civilization and barbarity, brought to the
forefront by Domingo Faustino Sarmiento’s infamous Facundo o Civilización y barbarie,
in which the author proposes that the wilderness by nature makes man violent. Thus the
marriage of civility with barbarism provides the perfect balance for law and order.
7

has a family, we see that she is never completely controlled by any of the men in her life,
at least beyond the physical. Rather than proposing that nature, be it human or the
environment, is tamable, which I believe is one possible reading of Don Segundo Sombra
and Doña Bárbara, Bombal’s novel presents us with an alternate vision of nature under
liberalism in that the liberal ethos of control over nature is ultimately impossible, as
nature and by their inherent connection to nature, women, are beyond the control of the
liberal ethos. In Jorge Icaza’s Huasipungo (Ecuador 1934; revised 1951), a novel
considered part of the indigenismo movement that denounced social prejudice against the
Latin American indigenous, it is nevertheless also significant to note that the ruling
hacendado class is slowly destroyed due to foreign investment and neocolonial economic
policies, and that this destruction is chronicled in terms of threatened, if not fractured,
Creole families.
By the 1950s, literary works were also turning to the use of children and
adolescent protagonists to provide a glimpse into unequal power structures. Julio Ramón
Ribeyro’s “Los gallinazos sin plumas” (Los gallinazos sin plumas, Peru 1955) is one of
the most recognized short stories to form part of the urban realism literary movement in
Peru. The abject poverty and struggle of the two young protagonists to survive the
intergenerational repressive cruelty of their grandfather is similar to the experiences of
the young protagonists of Luis Buñuel’s Los olvidados (Mexico 1950), which turns its
lens on Mexican street children fighting for survival in the streets of Mexico City, and
Fernando Birri’s Tire dié (Argentina 1960), a documentary about destitute children living
precariously in the most extreme social margins who make a dangerous living seeking
spare change from the comparatively affluent passengers on trains bound for the city
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center of Santa Fe, Argentina. Tire dié also marks the beginning of the New Latin
American Cinema movement. At a time when modernity was expected to bring about the
promised future alluded to in texts like the nineteenth-century novels studied by Sommer,
the troubled relationship the children and/or adolescents have with parental figures
suggests that the dreams of the past have resulted in the contemporary and future poverty
and alienation from the promise of a better future these children represent. This failure
narrative of the child-parent relationship exposes the failure of the liberal project of
nation building precisely because the child is severed from the futurity afforded by a
stable relationship with parents as well as from the social and political structures that
these parents represent. The onus then rests on the child to resolve conflicts because the
parental figure is at best unreliable and at worst violent, showing that the child faces a
vertiginously uphill and nearly impossible quest for self-determination.
What children ultimately represent in this ongoing narrative symbolic of Latin
American politics is the non-viability of capitalist economic liberalism. The constant
struggle of children and adolescents against ambivalent and violent parental figures is an
allegorical representation of Latin America attempting to throw off the chains of
paternalist economic control found either in the U.S. or the complicit Latin American
elite. The fact that children in the past 70 years have been represented in such a way in
film is related to the failed project of development as discursively self-conceived
“maturation” of Latin American nations; the children of these films continuously face the
same problems and marginalization indicating that Latin America has not moved forward
or “come of age,” but rather faces the same problems now as it has in previous decades
and even centuries.

9

1.3

The Child of Stasis: Capital, Debt, Affect, and Family
Though the focal point of my analysis remains a representational analysis of

children in Latin American film culture, historians, geographers and sociologists have
also noted the problematic organization of society under capitalist economic liberalism,
which I argue is an extension of the colonial legacy and worsened under neoliberal
capitalism. What I refer to in my work as the “child of stasis” couples the problematic
rise of neoliberal capitalism—in which the onus of responsibility for taking ownership of
intergenerational structural violence rests upon the shoulders of individual children—
with the result of the colonial legacy, shown most currently in its permutation of U.S.
imperialism in the Western Hemisphere, to argue that the resultant toll of neoliberal
capitalism casts race, class, and gender marked populations into a cultural, social, and
financial economic deficit. I draw from a variety of sources to frame my argument.
First and foremost to my argumentation is an understanding of how liberal
capitalist economics can be defined. Capitalism, in its most basic form, is considered an
accumulation of capital. Capitalism is based around the individual with one of the main
tenets being that as an individual pursues his or her own material benefits this would also
prove positive for the entire community in terms of social and economic benefits (Lippit,
1). Liberalism, as Ludwig von Mise suggests, may be understood in its most basic form
as simply the private ownership of the means of production (1). In turn, what is currently
referred to as neoliberalism may be defined as, “a theory of political economic practices
that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual
entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by
10

strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade” (Harvey, 2005). However,
Adam Smith’s utopic vision of redistribution of wealth amongst the community is simply
that: a fantasy which is unfulfilled. Under the current form of capitalism, what is most
readily seen is an unequal distribution of wealth which creates poverty for class, race, and
gender marked individuals which is connected to the trends of liberal governance.
In Latin America, neoliberal policies began taking hold at the beginning of the
1980s with “cutbacks in social spending, privatization, deregulation, and promotion of
free trade” (Ruckert, Macdonald and Proulx, 2017) being promoted by international
financial institutions. Neoliberal policies tended to arise under authoritarian regimes in
the late 1970s and early 1980s, with Pinochet’s economic advisors trained by Milton
Friedman and known as the “Chicago Boys” assuming a central role in Chile’s neoliberal
economy and policies, serving as a model for the spread of neoliberal trends throughout
Latin America (Corte de Oliveira, 2020). As Jeffrey Webber notes, the rising inequalities
and social unrest caused by neoliberal policies in conjunction with the 1998-2002
regional recession produced the conditions under which post-neoliberalism and the socalled “Pink Tide” (marea rosa) of leftist presidencies surfaced, with Hugo Chávez’s
election as president of Venezuela in 1998 and Argentina’s debt crisis of 2001 being
considered turning points towards the resurgence of leftist leadership in the region. As
Ruckert, Macdonald and Proulx explain, post-neoliberalism takes on different forms
depending on local contexts, yet the primary takeaway is that post-neoliberalism—one of
the defining characteristics of the Pink Tide—posits a disjuncture from neoliberal
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practices.3 But, given that one of the defining characteristics of the Pink Tide is wealth
redistribution based on neoextractivist practices (Mendes Loureiro, 2017), on an
economic scale, the legacy of Latin America as a region primarily exporting raw material
remains in place even as social welfare programs are expanded.4 Mendes Loureiro
suggests that due to the ways in which governmental bodies handled the negotiations
between capitalists and the working classes, post-neoliberal regimes in Latin America
“could manage neoliberalism in a relatively progressive direction, but not break with it”
(43). But, as the commodities boom of the early 2000s has subsided, many of the leftist
figures that spearheaded post-neoliberal policies have been accused of corruption by the
political right, with Brazil’s Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva serving a 12-year sentence for
accepting bribes in exchange for government contracts, Rafael Correa of Ecuador being
accused of accepting bribes in exchange for public contracts, and Evo Morales’s forced
resignation after being accused of tampering with free elections in Bolivia (though there
has been significant controversy over whether there is, in fact, evidence of this fraud)
(Encarnación, 2018; León Cabrera, 2020; Mounk, 2019; Collyns, 2020), with their
successors maintaining a neoliberal extractivist economy and working to restrict the
wealth redistribution their governments had achieved. In the wake of the repercussions of

Ruckert, Macdonald and Proulx indicate that the literature on how to define postneoliberalism, both in labelling the phenomenon and in defining it, is mixed. However,
the main takeaway is that post-neoliberalism may be considered a term which defines
regimes which seek to establish practices which are anti-neoliberal in scope. These
policies include nationalization of resources, economic alliances between Latin American
countries, higher taxes on resource exports, and other criteria.
4 Carlos de la Torre dubs Correa’s government “redistributive and authoritarian” and
considers that voters don’t seem concerned with “attacks on private media or the
persecution of peasant, indigenous and other left-wing activists” (2013). Additionally,
Ellner notes that both regimes strengthened the executive branch at the expense of other
checks and balances that “underpinned liberal democracy in the past” (2012).
3
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the 2007-2008 financial crisis, a return to authoritarian and conservative regimes marks
Latin America’s political field, with a successful military coup in Honduras in 2009
replacing democratically-elected Manuel Zelaya, and a coup also ousting Fernando Lugo
of Paraguay and neoconservatives such as businessman Mauricio Macri of Argentina,
Sebastián Piñera of Chile, and Álvaro Uribe of Colombia being democratically elected to
their posts (Webber, 2017).
My approach to the problematic portrayal of the “child of stasis” in my project
couples the rise of neoliberal capitalism with colonial legacies of capital accumulation.
What I consider capital is informed by Pierre Bourdieu’s claims regarding capital.
Interestingly, his concern regarding cultural capital arose from his attempts to identify the
connections between childrens’ educational success and their family’s cultural capital.
What he identifies as cultural capital via the accumulation of certain attributes is, in his
argumentation, a continuum in which social capital, economic capital, and cultural capital
are all self-producing within spheres of society. In other words, it would stand to reason
that those sectors of society with higher economic capital are also able to acquire greater
amounts of cultural capital through the accumulation of goods, education, and other
resources that, for those who have little economic capital, remain out of reach. His
understanding of cultural capital is based primarily upon the family unit, which he claims
is the primary source of transmission of cultural capital, or symbolic capital. Furthering
his argumentation into the realm of social capital—or capital which is acquired
relationally—the family comes up again as social institution which he describes as being
connected to blood relationships and lineage, such as name recognition which one might
have should one be born to a famous family. What I gain from his work is that the realms
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of economic, social, and cultural capital are a continuum in which all three forms of
capital continuously work to reproduce each other (Bourdieu, 1986).
What Bourdieu understands as capital can be placed within a world systems
framework marked by race, class, and geography; thus, I draw from Alfonso Quijano’s
“Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism and Latin America” that colonial relationships
between Europe and the Americas racialized knowledge and power, with the European
model being that which is emulated by the elite classes in Latin America today. In other
words, Europe in its power over the Americas is what transmits cultural, social, and
economic capital to the Americas. Gendered and racial paradigms which constitute
contemporary forms of social division through the colonial period have, as Quijano
points out in his essay, been coupled with the question of class. My approach to
intersectionality is informed by Quijano’s essay, as well as analyses of intersectional
forms of oppression and knowledge work by Gloria Anzaldúa and Kimberlé Crenshaw.
Gloria Anzaldúa’s essays in Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza take into
account the different knowledge practices and intersections of identity available to
Mexican Americans, incorporating indigenous, Mexican, and U.S. knowledge practices
to underscore the issues that as a non-White, non-heteronormative woman she is thus led
to places in which her power is lessened due to multiple identity markers: first as
Mexican American and then as a lesbian. She describes a third space outside of the
confines of either Mexican or U.S. society in which she exists, adding to this geopolitical
racial identity the augmentation of marginalization caused by also not neatly fitting into
the primary sexuality markers to which she is constrained. Crenshaw’s essay,
“Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of
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Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” which coined the
term “intersectionality” in the context of critical legal studies as a way of signaling the
Black and female identity markers at whose intersection the Black woman is
marginalized in legal cases and thus in feminist theory and antiracist politics, where,
“[b]ecause the intersectional experience is greater than the sum of racism and sexism, any
analysis that does not take intersectionality into account cannot sufficiently address the
particular manner in which Black women are subordinated” (140). Not only do Quijano,
Anzaldúa, and Crenshaw all acknowledge the intertwined histories of knowledge that
inform epistemological concerns, but also how intersections of different knowledges
impact the formation of identity and how that is embodied. By including the knowledge
practices of both Western European philosophical traditions and criticism that arises from
those traditions in my dissertation and enhancing them with voices that are not
necessarily part of that tradition, I seek to be intersectional in my analysis on an
epistemological level as well as advancing an intersectional analysis of gender, class, and
race in the films I study in the sense of examining how all of these epistemological and
identitary markers combine to determine agency with respect to dominant power
structures.
Returning to Bourdieu’s classifications of capital, presumably those sectors of
society who maintain a closer relation to the Eurocentric forms of cultural, social, and
economic capital production are those which ultimately remain in power and are able to
reproduce themselves in such a way as to maintain positions of power. Thus, social,
economic and cultural capital is held within elite sectors of society while those that are
marked as “other” due to class, race, gender, and sexuality will lack forms of social,
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cultural, and economic capital and thus power over institutions. I bring this to light as he
suggests that family unity is a Eurocentric ideal of the middle classes and that the
disintegration of non-white families is constituted as part of the colonial project, which he
ties to slavery and the selling of non-white peoples as animals. In other words, non-white,
non-middle-class populations are stripped of their humanity in the process of colonization
because they are treated as inferior and incapable of pertaining to the middle classes and
civilized society. Family unity then can be read as a myth perpetuated by the middle
classes in an attempt to make themselves “more” human and establish their social capital
while creating a system that structurally keeps family unity from occurring for lowerclass, racially marked communities. Considering colonial forms of dehumanizing nonwhite, non-males, it should come as no surprise that those are also the populations which
suffer most from a lack of agency in the contemporary permutation of capitalism.
Family unity and separation is one which continues to permeate the social,
economic, and cultural spheres of Latin America. Drawing from Achille Mbembe, who
asserts that under colonialism the individual became capital and did not just possess it in
social, cultural, and economic forms and combining this with Jasbir Puar’s assertion that
“collateral damage” is the legacy of forms of biocontrol that, under colonial practices,
disfigure and/or maim populations, I consider the representation of Latin America as
embodied in the “child of stasis” a form of ideological maiming which keeps Latin
America married to the image of incapacity for forward movement in the global
economic, political, and social spheres. What I seek to underline here is the connection
between capital deficit for class, race, and gender marked populations that existed under
colonial occupation and has made its way into contemporary forms of imperialism. I
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consider this deficit of capital one which is tied most notably to the economic sphere in
Latin America but which makes its way into the cultural and social spheres. Lee
Edelman, in his work No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (2004) notes that it
is upon the white, middle-class child which futurity is placed – we might think here of
Greta Thunburg, the climate activist who is indeed a representation of the future, but
whose ability to reach such a large audience with her message is due to her position as a
white, middle-class child from a European country – arguing that futurity should be
abandoned and thus that the symbol of futurity should also be rejected. However, his
analysis remains positioned within the realm of a parent generation of queer subjects and
what he doesn’t analyze is the representation of gender, class- and race-marked children
as a symbol of non-futurity. What I understand by this non-futurity as embodied by
gender, class- and race-marked individuals is that we can consider the white, middle-class
child as that which over accumulates capital—a capital of futurity and capacity for
forward movement—which the child marked intersectionally by race, class, gender, and
sexuality is incapable of embodying.
In relation to economic capital in Latin America and the effects this has on the
family unit, and children, I suggest that the accumulation of financial debt by Latin
American countries signals a problematic distribution of familial togetherness and
affective connection. A history of foreign investment, production and extraction marks
the place of Latin America in the global economic market, with Latin American nations
taking out a relatively high number of loans during the 1970s to buttress infrastructure.
By 1980, the total foreign debt of Latin America had grown from $30 billion in 1970 to
more than $240 billion with the U.S. economic recession of the 1980s creating a deficit in
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exports from Latin America and thus incapacitating Latin American nations ability to pay
on loans as interest on loans rose. Under agreements with the IMF, which successfully
kept banks afloat while also suggesting austerity measures for indebted countries, Latin
American countries continued to have their debt rolled over into new contracts while
continuing to pay accumulating interest. The Washington Consensus of 1989 prescribed
three significant changes to how Latin American countries conducted economic activities
in contrast to what they had been doing in the 1970s. Deregulation of national economies,
selling off of state-owned enterprises and looking abroad for markets to export goods
rather than producing goods for internal consumption (28, I. Perrotini/Hernández, et al.).
These neoliberal policies, as David Harvey notes, may be seen as a “political project to
re-establish the conditions for capital accumulation and to restore the power of economic
elites” (19), which leads to the unequal distribution of wealth in Latin America and the
U.S. In fact, Latin America is considered the most unequal area on the planet, with the
wealthiest 5% of the population maintaining a quarter of total income (Gootenberg and
Reygadas, 2010). Levels of poverty in Latin America consequentially effect youth,
women, those living in rural areas, indigenous peoples and afro-descendants more than
any other groups (CEPAL, 2019). Latin America as a region, then, may be considered
one which is not only lacking financial capital, but languishing in what seems to be a
permanent deficit of capital. A surplus of debt in the region may then be tied to the
surplus as well of poverty amongst those populations marked by race, class, gender,
language, and other factors.
I also place key importance upon the affective connections that develop across
each film as a result of capitalism writ large, for it would be practically impossible to
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write about family without also considering the affective force that the family represents.
Family separation, as I have described above, may be considered a function of neoliberal
capitalism which has its roots in colonial forms of human trade. The orphaned child’s
desire for connection with a mother figure, allegorically representing Latin America, may
be considered on the one hand an always already presupposed connection that children
have with mothers, as the mother represents love, affection, and care and on the other
hand, an allegorical representation of the social safety net which orphaned children are
incapable of accessing, thus suggesting that Latin America as a region is also lacking the
care needed in the global capitalist economy. I take from Lauren Berlant’s work on cruel
optimism to understand the continued desire for a mother that remains out of reach as
shown on-screen and how this desire, rather than working in the benefit of the child or
adolescent, in fact works to the contrary. Berlant states that cruel optimism “names a
relation of attachment to compromised conditions of possibility” (21). We might consider
here that the desire for familial connection is a representation of the so-called “good life”
that Sarah Ahmed states “is imagined through the proximity of objects” (90). What both
take into account is the proximity of the object of happiness—in this case, connection
with a mother figure and/or the desire for family unity—which keep subjects
continuously searching for this connection that is ultimately made impossible by the set
of circumstances in which they find themselves. The cruelty in this optimism may then be
considered a function of neoliberal capitalism, in that the family unity desired by the
protagonists of the films cannot occur due to the often violent and sometimes negligent
father figures, who represent the state, and the absentee mother figures, who represent the
phantasmic presence of a society that without the support of a benevolent father is
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incapable of providing care and love for its proverbial children. What the children
represent here is Latin America, pining for a caring embrace, yet harshly beaten by
authoritarian regimes.
To summarize my framework, the “child of stasis” represented in contemporary
Latin American films is a potent allegory for the incapacity of Latin America to come
into its own on the global political and economic stage. The lack of family structure or
the precarity of the family as shown on-screen may be considered a representation of a
lack of capital which expands itself from the sphere of material wealth to affective
wealth. As the family is considered the core unit of Latin American economic structure,
the break-up of this unit of production with the orphaned or neglected child as the center
of this narrative suggests that Latin America remains in a state of underdevelopment and
is incapable of reaching autonomy in the global arena. Each chapter of my dissertation
follows this line of thought as it is represented via the desire for motherly love, the desire
for economic wealth, and the desire for autonomy. What follows is a brief overview of
each chapter and my approach to understanding the child as representative of the failure
of current permutation of liberal economic capitalism to provide Latin America economic
and political autonomy.
In Chapter 1, “Disappearance and Death: Orphanhood in the Capitalist
Metropolis,” I consider the films Pixote: a lei do mais fraco (Brazil 1981), La vendedora
de rosas (Colombia 1998), and Huelepega: ley de la calle (Venezuela, 2001), and the
social and economic mobility of the orphaned child as a function of moral character. In
Pixote, La vendedora de rosas, and Huelepega: ley de la calle, the protagonists long for a
caring mother, yet are unable to find one in the ever-shifting and highly unstable family
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structures of the streets. Pixote’s journey takes him from the hypermasculine space of the
reformatory to the prostitute Sueli’s house, both places in which Pixote finds himself part
of groups of putative care that only do harm. The reformatory is no place in which to find
comfort, as Pixote soon finds out upon witnessing the rape of a young boy his first night
there. Once he and a group of friends—Dito, Lilica, Chico and Fumaça—escape the
reformatory, their small group begins to erode, either with members abandoning the
group or being killed. Eventually, just Dito and Pixote are left, living with the prostitute
Sueli with whom they work to rob clients. However, in a botched robbery, Pixote
accidentally kills Dito, Sueli’s then lover. After this traumatic event, Pixote seeks out a
mother in Sueli, who rejects his attempts at finding comfort at her breast. The futility of
the relationship of care leads to Pixote’s walking down the train tracks alone, pistol in
hand.
Mónica, the protagonist of La vendedora de rosas, also forms a bond with other
girls on the streets. Each of them has decided to leave home due to abuse from their
parents. The girls work together, selling roses to customers in nightclubs and restaurants
in Medellín. The desire for acceptance and unification with the family is never far off;
Mónica’s desire for connection with her mother is the primary desire seen throughout the
film. However, she only interacts with her mother in dreams and hallucinations,
suggesting that her desire belongs to the realm of the subconscious and is futile at best.
Once her friends are reunited with their families, Mónica finds herself alone; her yearnedfor reconnection with her mother occurs only in her dying moments.
In Huelepega: ley de la calle, Oscar is surprisingly thrown onto the streets by his
violent step-father and, as he is utterly abandoned, turns to other street youth for survival.
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Throughout his journey on the streets of Caracas, in which he learns over time how to
survive by his wits, he frequently speaks in a voice-over commentary to his mother, with
whom he desperately wishes to be reunited. Integral to his survival are his interactions
with Chino, an intellectually challenged young man who helps Oliver and Mocho, a local
drug leader and Chino’s dead brother’s former gang leader, who becomes exemplary for
Oliver of how to survive on the streets. However, this optimism is short-lived as Mocho
and his girlfriend are killed by a rival and Oliver is shot by the corrupt police officer Saúl.
This ending suggests that only death awaits those unlucky enough to live on the streets.
In each film, a death occurs, be it literal or figurative. Pixote’s command of the
gun at the end of Pixote: a lei do mais fraco not only symbolizes Pixote’s ability to bring
death to others, but also his own death to society. As a child of the streets, he is placed
outside of family and state institutions. Mónica as well is placed outside of state and
familial structures; her death at the end of the film proposes that her life is worthless and
that perhaps dying is better than remaining alive. Oscar is killed by a policeman, a
symbol of the power the state holds over the life and death of citizens. In each case, one
might say that the protagonist of the films is unable to attain a place within the
metropolitan market. As outsiders to the structure, they survive in alternative, transitory
communities produced by capitalism. At the end of each film, the protagonist is alone,
which indicates that the onus rests upon the child to care for him or herself, perversely
echoing the dictates of the neoliberal market itself that demand individual responsibility
and self-care in closing images that demonstrate the utter impossibility of satisfying these
dictates. It is significant that both the actor who portrayed Pixote as well as the real-life
referent of Claudia from La vendedora de rosas both died of street crime before reaching
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adulthood, and that this off-screen inevitability of death has become part of the narrative
surrounding the films themselves. Lady5 Tabares, the actress portraying Mónica in La
vendedora de rosas, was sentenced to 26 years in prison for homicide. Additionally, the
whereabouts of José Gregorio Rivas who portrayed Oscar in Huelepega: ley de la calle
are unknown, indicating that achieving a life beyond the streets is impossible.
Chapter 2, “Indigenous Female Adolescence as Neo-colonial Cinematic
Spectacle,” traces the incapacity for forward movement of the protagonists in Madeinusa
(Peru/Germany 2005), La teta asustada (Peru/Spain 2009) and Ixcanul
(Guatemala/France 2016). In Madeinusa (Peru/Germany 2005), La teta asustada
(Peru/Spain 2009) and Ixcanul (Guatemala/France 2016), the family is the locus of
violence; the product of that violence is the precarious situation in which the adolescent
indigenous female finds herself; in each case, economic violence affects her family life.
In Ixcanul, María’s body is the locus of power struggles between her, her parents, her
native boyfriend and the plantation overseer; in Madeinusa, the eponymously named
protagonist’s body is a tool used by her father to derive pleasure; in La teta asustada,
Fausta’s body is the receptacle of ongoing trauma symbolized in the unequal relationship
with her upper-class boss and the potato she carries in her vagina which protects her from
possible rape—this fear supposedly having been transferred to her via her mother’s milk
as the result of trauma experienced by her mother during the armed conflict of the 1980s
between the Sendero Luminoso and the Peruvian military that placed rural indigenous
populations between the two armed groups.

5

While I use Lady Tabares here, her name is also spelt Leidy in different sources. However, the most
common is Lady.
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The metaphor of the family has been used as a technology of power by which
military regimes in Latin America establish notions of national belonging. In Guatemala,
President José Efraín Ríos Montt fashioned himself as a father to the national population,
including the wayward indigenous inhabitants who, according to him, lacked a cohesive
idea of nationhood and were discursively deemed internal terrorists in his fight against
guerilla insurgents (Garrard-Burnett 2009). In Chile, President Augusto Pinochet
positioned himself as the father of a national household and in his political discourses and
actions—for example, his Mensaje a la mujer chilena uses familial metaphors to
establish the connection between governance of the state and governance of the home. In
the 1985 Accomarca Massacre in Peru, army personnel trained in the U.S. Army School
of the Americas killed 69 civilians, separating women and children from fathers in the
process. What the films in this chapter show is that within the national metaphor of the
family, the indigenous community is entirely absent.
These same colonial and/or neocolonial narratives of objectification of the
indigenous female are not only present within the plot of the films, but also in the
networks of financing and distribution in which the films participate. As Jeffery Middents
notes in his essay “The First Rule of Latin American Cinema Is You Do Not Talk about
Latin American Cinema: Notes on Discussing a Sense of Place in Contemporary
Cinema” (2014), many films, such as La teta asustada, receive funding from European
film festival funds and are thus made into what Middents deems “export films” with
intended primary viewership in Europe and the U.S. However, Middents is not the only
scholar to point this out—many others as well have questioned how essentialized notions
of rural, indigenous populations make their way into Claudia Llosa’s films, regardless of
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whether this is intended by the director or not (Monet 2016; Palaversich 2013; Ubillez
Reygada 2010). What occurs in this funding and distribution of the films, then, is the
recreation of racialized and colonialist narratives regarding Latin America that are
palatable to non-national spectators, but not necessarily accepted by national audiences.
Although Middents’s perspective comes primarily from a framework in film theory, other
important perspectives regarding media and publicity also touch upon the representation
of Third World Women’s bodies in international media. Sara L. McKinnon notes in her
book Gendered Asylum: Race and Violence in U.S. Law and Politics that the rhetoric of
transnational publicity, mostly activist oriented humanitarian work, informs legal
decisions in the U.S. court system. In many cases the essentialist notions that are derived
from this publicity provide opportunities for women asylum seekers to escape sexual
violence in their countries of origin. However, international publicity and changing U.S.
laws also create a double bind in which women come under the pastoral protection of the
U.S. while at the same time keeping the U.S.’s complicity in this violence concealed.
What I seek to highlight by referencing McKinnon’s work is that a symbolic system
around female victims permeates different social, cultural and political spheres, affecting
public opinion and legal policy alike. This network of humanitarian aid publicity,
migration and legal decisions in the U.S. is represented in similar ways in the films I’m
studying for this chapter. By financing and distributing films that also recreate the
(neo)colonial experience that many nations in Latin America have been subjugated to, the
Western European and U.S. film industry, while financially supporting narratives that are
similar to those found in humanitarian aid, also disguise their complicity in being primary
perpetuators of the violence experienced by marginalized populations in Latin America.
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In the cases of Madeinusa, La teta asustada, and Ixcanul, the films produce
tension in national audiences who initially reject the films. Jayro Bustamante, director of
Ixcanul, noted in an interview, for instance, that dominant-class moviegoers in Guatemala
laughed in theaters when they saw the film’s representation of indigenous suffering, in a
reaction of ridicule and rejection. However, on the strength of European co-production
and subsequent prestige won abroad on the international festival circuit—all three of the
films studied in this chapter are eventually accepted into the national fold and are
reported on extensively in newspapers in Peru and Guatemala. Because of this
international critical acclaim, both Magaly Solier, protagonist of Madeinusa and La teta
asustada, as well as María Mercedes Coroy, protagonist of Ixcanul, become successful in
promoting indigenous culture and have come to enjoy a significant degree of mainstream
popularity in Peru and Guatemala. This can be seen in different media, such as María
Mercedes Coroy’s appearing as the first person with indigenous features on the wellknown Guatemalan beauty magazine Look and Magaly Solier’s performance at the 2017
LASA Benefit Concert which, significantly, is performed in the Teatro Nacional de Peru,
the same place Fausta’s employer, Aída (an affluent musician who hires Fausta as a maid
in her house), performs in La teta asustada. The chain of objectification present in and
outside the movie’s narrative is paradoxically both a source of value and perpetuation of
racialized colonial hierarchy of power.
Finally, in Chapter 3, “Inhospitable Territory: Migratory Journeys and the
Promised Land,” I study the adolescent and child migrants travelling to the U.S. in such
films as El Norte (U.S./U.K. 1983), Which Way Home (U.S., 2009) and La jaula de oro
(Mexico/Spain, 2013) in search of a resolution to the economic and social problems they
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experience in their home countries. Although the migratory journeys represented in this
chapter have been studied as heroic journeys (Wiebe Drake 2013) and, specifically in the
case of El Norte, as attempts by the protagonists as a spiritual journey (Brakel 2007), I
add to this discussion the (im)possibility of social mobility and safety that is portrayed in
these films. Each film depicts migration as a superficial solution that doesn’t resolve the
underlying conflicts that each child and/or adolescent faces in his or her family home and
homeland—again, the two being represented as mutually specular. In El Norte
(Guatemala/USA 1983), adolescent siblings Rosa and Enrique escape a military raid on
their village in Guatemala. However, Rosa dies from typhoid once she enters into the
U.S., a disease she picks up while crossing through a rat-infested tunnel during her
migratory journey. In Which Way Home (Guatemala/Mexico/USA 2009), a Fulbrightfunded documentary about undocumented children who travel from Central America and
Mexico to the U.S., the children are likewise unable to find resolution: by the end of the
film, the Honduran 14-year-old Kevin is in custody in a detention center in the U.S. and
one of his compatriot traveling companions, the 17-year-old Yurico, is back on the streets
of Mexico huffing glue and waiting for his next opportunity to attempt passage to the
U.S. In La jaula de oro (Mexico 2012), the futility of the migratory experience is
expressed in the opening and closing sequences of the film, where 15-year-old Juan, the
one protagonist who makes his way into the U.S., is performing a similar job in the U.S.
as he was in Guatemala.
The desire for belonging and its connection to material wealth is expressed in
each film by the protagonists: Juan via his rejection of Guatemala as place of origin,
which is replaced with sueños de oro; Kevin via his fantasy of living the life represented
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in blockbuster Hollywood movies; Rosa and Enrique via stories of the “Norte” through
Better Homes and Gardens magazines and the riches that are there for the taking, even
for the poorest. Each of these points illuminates the inextricable connections between the
“homeland” of each protagonist and his or her desires that are fueled by ideas about the
“North.” In the homeland, the protagonists of the films live outside the nation, either as
impoverished or rural people. For each, traveling “North” is not just traveling to a
dreamland, but also to a home that is better than the one left behind where the
opportunity to fit in is based on factors that the characters deem accessible. What is
striking about these films is the ultimate failure of migration to resolve the internal and
external conflicts the protagonists face in relation to their home and family. The home in
each film is the locus of suffering as either absence or inhospitability. I find Anne MarieFortier’s work on queer migration a particularly useful tool for understanding the
migration processes that happen in these films. Although her work is specifically about
sexuality non-conforming individuals who face violence in the home, I would like to
expand her ideas of queerness to not just a sexuality based repressive violence that
subjects face, but I will consider how being queer in the “homeland” may also be due to
the intersections of class, race, gender, sexuality, and structural violence that permits
some bodies to remain normative and others not. Fortier explains that “home” in queer
autobiographical texts, “is not necessarily a site of estrangement, nor of comfort, nor of
identity affirmation” (5). Rather, the subject reconsiders and reconstructs the home via
their interactions with their environment. Considering the youth in these films as queer
subjects provides an opportunity to understand how they embody the struggles of nonnormative groups who, already pre-defined by the state-apparatus as non-citizens, attempt
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to become actualized subjects in economic and social life. The underlying logic of each
film is that social mobility and actualization as a subject of the neoliberal economy is
only possible via economic gain and that “home” and ideas about home are always
reconstructed via the migratory journey. It is significant that the women in the narrative
films (Rosa in El Norte and Sara in La jaula de oro) disappear or die; I will explore how
the films thereby suggest that a connection to the natural world and spiritual energy—
coded as feminine by being symbolically embodied in women (such as Rosa’s visions in
El Norte)—are incompatible with a system that equates material wealth with morality.
The films represent a Latin American faith in the “sueño americano,” but they
also open up a critical perspective on its contradictions. The films’ narratives point to the
economic power of the U.S., its impact on Latin America, and the degree of
responsibility that the U.S. bears for the conditions under which these adolescents and
children must migrate. The result of economic and political involvement of the U.S. in
Central America, specifically support of military dictatorships and the implementation of
inequitable trade agreements, is the migration of people from these areas. During the
2014 “child migration crisis,” President Obama chastised the presidents of El Salvador
and Honduras for not taking care of gang violence and poverty while failing to recognize
any possible complicity of the U.S.’s political and economic activity in producing these
conditions. As well, current U.S. president Donald Trump fails to acknowledge the
complicity of the U.S. in the migratory journeys Mexicans and Central Americans take to
the U.S. Recently, he read the poem “The Snake” at the 2018 Conservative Political
Action Conference, in which he insinuates that the U.S., much like the generous woman
in the poem, has generously offered its aid to non-citizens, represented by the snake, who
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in turn attack the nation rather than giving thanks for being saved. The fact that he
dedicated this poem to General John F. Kelly, the U.S. Border Patrol and U.S.
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents clearly situates his commentary as
one directed at undocumented migrants crossing the U.S.-Mexican border. While
criminalizing migrants for stealing jobs from U.S. citizens and professing the lack of
morality of people from “shithole nations,” Trump himself refuses to admit to his own
moral ignominy and financial chicanery, thus representing in miniature the paradoxes
found in how the U.S. handles its relationship with many Latin American nations.
I argue that the children in these films, via their journeys to the North, expose the
inherent contradictions and unequal economic structures that form part of Central
American and Mexican migration to the U.S. For each child and/or adolescent, the only
hope of self-actualization they perceive lies in the journey “North” where they can
presumably become productive citizens and attain wealth and prosperity. However,
incorporation into U.S. economic and social life is shown to be unattainable as well,
implying a parallel between the U.S.’s and the home country’s distribution of wealth.
Regardless of where these children travel, their fate remains the same—rather than
becoming actualized citizens of the new economic order, they remain the run-off excess
produced by an economic system that (re)produces alienation and death.

1.4

Childhood and its Discontents: A Meditation on the Child and/or Adolescent’s
Presence in Contemporary Latin American Film Culture

In recent years, a critical mass of criticism regarding children in film has taken form in
Latin American studies. Leading this criticism are Laura Podalsky, Sophie Dufays,
Carolina Rocha, and Georgia Seminet, who have written extensively on youth in films.
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Dufays tends to focus on film of the post-dictatorship in Argentina; Rocha has worked on
how the child’s agency is portrayed via different cinematic methods; in The Politics of
Affect and Emotion in Contemporary Latin American Film: Argentina, Brazil, Cuba and
Mexico (2011), Podalsky focuses on youth in cinema and the affective response this
produces in viewers; Seminet tends to study the child in his or her role as representative
of history and nostalgia, focusing mostly on Southern Cone films. Two recent anthologies
edited by Rocha and Seminet (Representing History, Class and Gender in Spain and
Latin America: Children and Adolescents in Film, 2012; Screening Minors in Latin
American Cinema, 2014) also address a diverse number of films both in Latin America
and Spain. A recent addition to the field is Rachel Randall’s book length project Children
on the Threshold in Contemporary Latin American Cinema: Nature, Gender and Agency
(2017). In her book, Randall addresses the role of children in Brazilian, Columbian, and
Chilean films and also provides an important introduction into the space that children
have held in the project of colonialization of Latin American social narratives. I see her
book, along with Rocha and Seminet’s anthologies, as important contributions which
seek to analyze the ways in which children are represented in contemporary film and I
hope to build upon the work they have done in meaningful ways.
On the whole, however, a common critical pattern tends to arise in this
scholarship, with analyses remaining confined to specific national contexts and either
recurring to historical events or critical theory to explain readings of the films. What is
currently lacking from these studies considered in the aggregate is a cohesive, in-depth
consideration of how the child in Latin American cinema in general comes into being. By
focusing on films from a variety of countries that also treat an array of different themes,
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not only do I intend to consider the local histories embedded in each film, but also
analyze the similarities in patterns of cinematic production across national bounds. Some
film critics, such as Middents, may argue that speaking about Latin American film in
general may be a disservice to the well-developed domestic film cultures of countries
such as Peru, Argentina, Mexico, Brazil and Cuba. Counter to this argument, I uphold
that, regardless of region or historical context, similarities still crop up in films that arise
from disparate regions of Latin America, and that a consideration of them as an
interrelated corpus illuminates important points of convergence in regard to the ways
family, childhood, and adolescence are represented as a critical meditation on national,
continental, and global economic politics.
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CHAPTER 2. Disappearance and Death: Orphanhood in the Capitalist Metropolis
2.1

Disappearance and Death: Orphanhood in the Capitalist Metropolis

Poverty is one of the main issues that Latin American countries have faced throughout
the 19th and 20th centuries, with the 21st century being no different. While strides have
been made to reduce the amount of poverty and extreme poverty in Latin America,
according to “The 2019 Quadrennial Report on Regional Progress and Challenges in
Relation to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in Latin America and the
Caribbean” published by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean (ECLAC), Latin America remains one of the most unequal areas of the world
in terms of economic development and wealth distribution. The report goes on to
expound upon the make-up of those populations considered in the direst economic
distress: children and adolescents, those who live in rural areas, indigenous groups and
afro-descendants (120). Related to this amount of impoverishment, the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) suggests that Latin American countries work towards diversifying
trade and export while investing less in commodity exports such as oil and agricultural
products. However, what the IMF fails to address is the fact that Latin America, since its
entrance into the global economy, has been a producer of commodity exports. The IMF
not only fails to address such disasters as climate change which has proved dire to
markets in countries that rely mostly on agricultural exports for economic gains, but also
proposes handing out an ever increasing amount of money in loans, which further
impoverishes Latin American economies and places them in ever worsening economic
conditions.
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While children are one of the groups with the highest rates of poverty in Latin
America, working hand-in-hand with such organizations as ECLAC (Economic
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean) and UNICEF (United Nations
Children’s Fund formally known as United Nations International Children’s Emergency
Fund), many countries have instated policies and laws which work towards establishing
childhood as a state-protected identitary category. Accordingly, the 1989 Convention on
the Rights of the Child, which proposed a set of 57 articles covering the rights of children
and their individual welfare, attempted to place in writing, if nothing more, exactly what
children should expect as they mature into adults. The articles laid out, while
theoretically providing protections to children, and being adapted in different forms by
countries throughout Latin America, still fail to ensure that children are completely
protected. The articles state, for instance, that children should be protected by the state,
be named, have the right to be with their parents and in the case that they are detained by
the state, to have regular contact with parents. Furthermore, among the rights are included
the freedom to express one’s own beliefs, have access to non-biased information upon
which to inform themselves, freedom of religious expression, the right to health,
happiness to the highest degree possible, and a safe environment in which to grow.
(Convention on the Rights of the Child) However, only in 2018 did UNICEF and
ECLAC come together to hold the first regional conversation regarding children’s rights
in Latin America, the first time since the Convention on Child Rights was passed in 1989.
The conclusions that can be drawn from this are that, even as childhood is considered a
protected status, the laws and resources needed to enforce them are still developing and
in need of improvement.
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While many countries in Latin America have made way towards establishing
protections for children, enforcement of such policies is difficult to achieve and many
state and informal sectors of society conspire against children. In large cities such as
Caracas, Venezuela, and Medellín, Colombia, alongside others, children are seen as
criminals due to the ways in which they eke out a survival on the streets by selling drugs,
becoming involved in petty theft, and other unsavory activities. According to the 2015
UNICEF report #ECA25anos: Estatuto da criança y adolescente, Brazil, Colombia, and
Venezuela have some of the highest number of deaths of children by homicide under the
age of 19; in the top 10 countries with the highest homicide rates of youth in the world,
Brazil is only second to Nigeria and, surprisingly, the United States surpasses both
Colombia and Venezuela for child homicides (34). Different cases with similar attributes
can be connected to provide a larger picture of the expendability of children’s lives in
Latin America. I focus on Brazil and Colombia, as both have relatively high numbers of
child homicides and the amount of information available via news sources regarding
these issues is more readily available.
In Brazil, the police have acted with impunity to clean the streets of homeless
children, the most notable atrocity being the Candelaria Massacre. On July 24, 1993,
during the early morning, hooded men approached and shot at a group of 45 youth
sleeping near the Candelaria Church in Rio de Janeiro, killing 7 boys and injuring others;
not only were the children sleeping beside one of the symbols of Rio de Janeiro’s wealth
but the perpetrators were armed military policemen (Brooke, 1993). A similar instance
occurred in Colombia in July of 1992, when seven children and a 20-year-old man were
shot and killed by masked men in the Villatina neighborhood of Medellín. According to a
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petition to the Inter-American Human Rights Commission the testimony of Nelson
Dubán Florez Medina, one of the children who was shot and initially survived before
succumbing to his wounds, stated that he recognized men who were part of the National
Police Force, which ballistics tests confirmed to be true (Inter-American Human Rights
Commission, 2005). While these massacres occurred in the past, the fact is that in many
countries, social cleansing continues. In Brazil, during the months leading up to the
Summer Olympics of 2016, families lost their homes and children were disappeared in an
attempt to clean-up the streets in anticipation of the games (Florence, 2016). In recent
years in Colombia, cases of false-positives have been uncovered, with many young
people being targets of the National Army by being offered jobs in the army, dressed in
guerrilla fatigues and systematically murdered, with National Army officials claiming
that the murdered youth were in fact members of FARC (Cerón, 2020; Grattan, 2020).
What this shows is the expendability of children’s lives—and especially those living in
poverty—which may be considered a lack of investment in the future, thus, children’s
lives under neoliberal capitalism are just as expendable as the lives of other nondominant groups.6
In “Contradictions of Capital and Care,” Nancy Fraser not only points out that
capitalism’s antithesis is care, but also suggests a way towards understanding how
capitalist economic liberalism has increased the urgency of what she calls a crisis of care.
The contradiction she brings forth is that in capitalist societies, the economy relies on the
very social reproduction that its underlying ideological apparatus—the need for constant
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I consider here the recent cases brought against Dole, Chiquita, and other companies
regarding the use of paramilitary operations in Colombia. Paramilitary groups have
notoriously conscripted youngsters. On the other hand, so have guerrilla groups.
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capital accumulation—continuously places in jeopardy. Furthermore, her article, which
traces three different regimes of capitalism—what she refers to as 19th century liberal
competitive capitalism, 20th century state-managed capitalism, and the present globalized
financial capitalism—emphasizes the changing role of the family throughout these three
different eras. Most importantly, Fraser brings up issues regarding the current globalized
financial capitalism in which care-work is externalized in what she deems a global care
chain with care always already displaced onto those who have less social and economic
capital. Fraser also expounds upon the issue of debt which she states is central to the
current financialized global capitalism, “debt is the instrument by which global financial
institutions pressure states to slash spending, enforce austerity, and generally collude with
investors in extracting value from defenceless populations.” However, something Fraser
doesn’t explore in detail is the extent of depletion of this global care chain. What happens
when care ends and there’s nobody onto whom one may displace care-work? What Fraser
doesn’t account for are the repercussions that this constant externalization of care may
have on impoverished communities and those who lack the resources to project
themselves into the future or even to care for themselves in the present.7 Extracting value
from non-dominant groups takes a gendered form as women and other feminized
populations take on roles as caregivers, such as maids and nannies, to families of higher
socio-economic standing which leaves these women unable to care for their own families.
It is here that I make an intervention and ask: what happens when care ends? How is the
incapacity to envision the future an abstract repercussion of neoliberal capitalism’s ever-
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Fraser mentions the ways in which women are able to freeze eggs and use technology to
continue physical reproduction as well as the displacement of carrying children to term
onto women in Global South regions.
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increasing need for accumulation? How does self-care as a mechanism of survival
exacerbate and perpetuate violence and lack of care in the global order?
Within this global chain of care, children are the ultimate end-point, in which the
lack of care by others becomes self-care, ending in death or incorporation into the same
structures of violence which are those that place children in precarious positions. I
consider that children marked intersectionally as belonging to non-dominant groups are
disposable, always already marked for death. In fact, the mortality of children, especially
infants, was an everyday occurrence in the 19th century. Anthropologist Nancy ScheperHughes points out in her work Death Without Weeping the Violence of Everyday Life in
Brazil, which follows three generations of mothers and children living in the
impoverished shantytown of Bom Jesus de Mata in Northeast Brazil, that child mortality
was a ubiquitous and mundane subject for most families growing up in the 19th century,
with pediatrics being established as a medical profession by both the U.S. and Great
Britain at the turn of the century. Coincidentally, only after encountering infantile waste
syndrome in Ghana were malnutrition and diarrhea considered a fatal for infants. The
Ewe term kwashiorker is used to explain the death of younger children who were weaned
too early due to having older siblings, thus being provided low-protein maize for
nourishment which left them protein-deficient leading to death (273-75). In addition,
Scheper Hughes and Sargent connect neoliberal capitalism with the rise of the
“nonproductive, parasitical Other” defining children of the poor and marginalized
populations of the world (3). While the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child was
established as a form of protection towards children by giving them rights, Scheper
Hughes and Sargent point out that at the time this was passed, many anthropologists
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expressed concern about the unintended negative effects of such universal reforms,
specifically claiming that providing children with rights divorces them from the
communities in which they need to grow, in turn possibly upending non-Western
communities, and thus forms of childhood, to be subsumed under Western ideas of
childhood closely associated with neoliberal capitalist practices (8-10). In addition,
leading child rights advocate Martin Guggenheim, whose career in the legal circuit in the
US coincided with the children’s rights movement of the 1960s, succinctly points out that
in many cases the consequence of child rights laws in fact displace poor parental abilities
onto children by making the children out to be the problem (xii). This form of displacing
responsibility onto children follows the same forms of care which Nancy Fraser points
out as problematic in the schema of global care chains under neoliberal capitalism.
An intensification of the disastrous effects of neoliberal capitalism can be seen in
the impact of the increased need for two-earner households to maintain basic standards of
living, creating ever-more precarious care networks for children. Much like natural
resources that are extracted from the Earth as a source of unpaid labor—for instance, it
takes around ten million years for materials to go through the process of catagenesis to
produce petroleum—so too is the social labor of care-workers extracted, depleting this
social resource and leaving little room for it to naturally reproduce itself. In other words,
social reproductive care, much like petroleum, is an exhaustible and mostly unpaid
resource. At the end of this social reproductive chain, in which care becomes precarious,
an intensification of affective discrepancy—either towards oneself or towards others—
occurs, in which negative feelings such as anger or sadness are intensified. I consider
affective dissonance a form of negative social capital which works much like capital
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accumulation; when the accumulation of social capital is negative, such as in the
accumulation of debt, the decrease of affective connections creates a negative emotional
bank account which in turn may take the form of an internalized or externalized form of
affective deficit. Lack of emotional care presents itself as either self-harm or other-harm,
in the first instance lack of care is internalized by the individual in the form of practices
of self-mutilation, in the second instance, lack of care is externalized with the individual
harming others as a way of mirroring their internal feelings in the external world.
If the family is the primary building block of Latin America’s economy and also
the source of affective connections, what occurs when the family breaks down, leaving
children alone to shoulder the burdens of the shift to modernity? Older films, such as Los
olvidados (1950), Tire dié (1960) and Crónica de un niño solo (1965) can be considered
predecessors of such films as Pixote: a lei do mais fraco (1982), La vendedora de rosas
(1998) and Huelepega: ley de la calle (1999). The earlier films denounce violence in
contemporary metropolitan areas, the lack of infrastructure and development in large
cities, insufficient and ineffective social services for young people, violent home
environments and the disconnect between impoverished, rural populations and middle –
and upper-class sectors of society in Latin America and in the world at large. It may
come as no surprise then that snippets of Tire dié may be found in one of the most widely
known Latin American cinematic productions that criticized capitalism—La hora de los
hornos (1968) —in which the Cine Grupo Liberación boldly denounce the violence
inherent in capitalism. I consider one of the main side-effects of neoliberal capitalist to be
an intensification of violence which becomes internalized, leading to self-destructive
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behavior which seemingly provides opportunities for physical, if not emotional, survival
in the concrete jungle of the metropolis.
It is within this context that I think Pixote: a lei do mais fraco, La vendedora de
rosas and Huelepega: ley de la calle must be read. While violence in the films of the
1950s and 1960s is not directly internalized by the protagonists as self-mutilating
practices, within the context of the more contemporary films, violence has become
internalized and, rather than self-care, we might consider the protagonists’ attempts at
survival an internalized violence towards themselves. Each film shows what occurs when
care ends and family is no longer the central inhabitant of economic well-being. Failure
to project themselves into the future, ruminating about past loss of motherly love and
tending to immediate financial and physical needs permeates the films as the protagonists
cling to ever-increasingly precarious social networks to sustain themselves, both
physically and emotionally. While the films themselves might be considered an endpoint,
in the sense that they present life as is in contemporary cosmopolitan spaces in which
care networks are strained and many children, lacking safe home environments, live on
the streets and survive by their wits, they also show the strains of living within a system
that places upon the shoulders of these children the onus of responsibility of the familial
and societal break-down that occurs as a result of neoliberal capitalism. The consumption
of drugs and internalization of other violent acts attests to the internalized lack of care
that the children deal with on a regular basis; their hallucinations and dreams are a
haunting projection of their own fears and desires and, on a second level, they represent
the haunting familiarity of loneliness and disassociation from love and care under
neoliberal capitalism. I consider their fixation on the mother figure not only a form of
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maintaining their connection with a figure that represents care, but also a way of escaping
the violence that surrounds them, especially that which is carried out by mostly masculine
figures.
I consider the social justice work that the films intend to perform to also be
problematized by the lack of change for the child protagonists. Even though each film
denounces the conditions under which many children live, the films did little to improve
the lives of the children and adolescents who starred in them. The films were well
accepted both by national and international audiences, yet this acceptance didn’t lead to
change. Most notably, Lady Tabares and Fernando Ramos da Silva, the protagonists of
La vendedora de rosas and Pixote: a lei do mais fraco, saw no life improvement and little
to no compensation for their acting in the films. Fernando Ramos da Silva was killed by
police officers while resisting arrest in 1987; a New York Times article published
regarding his death said that the 19-year-old reported constantly being harassed by police
because they couldn’t distinguish him from the titular role he played in the film (Riding,
1987). On the other hand, Lady Tabares was arrested and served jail time for assisting in
the murder of a taxi driver in 2002 and her partner, Ferney Mauricio Ortega, was killed at
gun point in the house they shared just a year earlier (Carlin, 2003). Mileider Gil, who
starred as Andrea in La vendedora de rosas, has been open about her struggles as a child
on the streets and how after her appearance in the film, she didn’t see a penny of the
proceeds as her mother was given all the money (Publimetro Colombia, 2018). In
addition, after filming concluded, a number of the children that starred in the films died
as a result of the violent environments in which they lived.
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What, then, should we make of these films which critique neoliberal capitalism
while the children who acted in them were largely unable to prevail over their conditions
of impoverishment? Furthermore, how do the contemporary films suggest that the
violence and lack of care addressed in the films of the 1950s and 1960s is intensified in
the 1980s and 1990s? How might we connect this intensification of violence and lack of
care to the spread of globalized financial capitalism? If we consider that the 1980s is
broadly categorized as the Lost Decade for underdeveloped countries, I also ask what is
lost? Is it just capital gain and development that is lost? Or is there something else that
remains out of reach?

2.2

Los olvidados: The Beginning of the End of Positive Affective Connections
The 1950s can be thought of as the decade that spawned the interest of societal

issues as represented in the figure of children and adolescents. The decade starts off with
Luis Buñuel’s Los olvidados and ends with François Truffaut’s Les quatre cents coups
(France, 1959), both of which left indelible marks on the global cinematic universe,
bringing to life on celluloid the issues young people faced in the emergent urban
metropolis. Los olvidados was quite a polemic film when it came out. Even as the film
garnered attention and fame abroad, the Mexican movie-going audience was appalled by
how the film represented Mexico City. Only after receiving positive criticism at foreign
film festivals was the film finally accepted by national audiences and to this day remains
a classic of Mexican film. Even though Los olvidados was filmed in Mexico City, the
opening sequence makes clear that the film’s criticism is not simply for Mexico City but
also a criticism of the urban metropolis in general. However, as Julie Jones notes, the
voiceover commentary that begins the film was included by Buñuel as a way of getting
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the film passed by the censors (2005). Even so, the same criticisms of societal structures
are found in other films such as Crónica de un niño solo (1965), Tire dié (1960), and Les
quatre cents coups (1959), and the fact still remains that many of the characters and
problems that occur in the film are also singularly situated in the context of Mexico.
The film Los olvidados (Mexico, 1950) directed by world-renowned auteur Luis
Buñuel, follows a group of children living on the streets of Mexico City. The iconic film
opens with a documentary-like voice-in-off speaking about the misery behind the
magnificent buildings in such cities as New York City, Paris and London. The voice-inoff continues to comment about the poor state of society, specifically addressing the lack
of education, hygiene and food as “semilleros de futuros delincuentes” or seedbeds of
future delinquents while stating that only via provisions for children’s rights can children
and adolescents be useful to society. The commentary takes a turn then, going from a
generalized recapitulation of the issues inherent in large, industrialized cities, to turn its
criticism to Mexico City and on Mexican youth, with the visual montage following suit,
zooming into show the spectators a vision of youth playing at bullfighting in the streets of
Mexico.
While the movie follows many of the children, the focalizers of the film are Jaibo,
an older adolescent who has recently escaped a correctional facility for boys, and Pedro, a
younger boy and friend of Jaibo. Jaibo is older, most likely around 17, and more
streetwise, but lacking a family unit; in contrast to Jaibo, Pedro is younger and still has
ties to his mother, if not also his younger siblings. Jaibo is angry and self-centered, his
lack of empathy for others possibly being resultant of his lack of familial connectivity.
His connections with Pedro are based upon usurping the small amounts of trust, or social
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capital, that Pedro has been able to establish for himself. Specifically, Pedro is incapable
of going back to his job at the smithy due to Jaibo stealing a knife which Pedro is
wrongly accused of stealing and is subsequently sentenced to spend time in a
recuperative facility called La Granja. Pedro is also unable to return to a correctional
facility after Jaibo steals money that Pedro was given by the director to purchase
cigarettes. Pedro must in some way pay for these crimes; he’s placed in a position in
which he has a negative balance in his social bank account and his attempts to get out of
this situation prove fruitless as Jaibo continues to hammer away at Pedro’s social
connections, making him ever more alienated from his mother and other people in their
area of the city. I consider here that Jaibo’s secret with Pedro and the subsequent ways in
which he alienates Pedro from forms of care is in fact a way in which Jaibo seeks to
infiltrate and eventually take over Pedro’s life, most notably to steal Pedro’s mother.
The most significant scene that may be connected to this idea is Pedro’s dream
sequence. Just after he and Jaibo have spoken of their shared secret in Julian’s death and
Pedro’s complicity, Pedro returns home to sleep. The scene is introduced with the sound
of chickens, as though it’s the morning and it’s time for Pedro to awaken; however, rather
than Pedro’s waking up, his dream self sits up in bed and looks in the direction of his
mother’s bed. He stares at a chicken that’s falling towards the floor and then his mother
gets up and looks at him; Pedro sees Julian under his bed, with chicken feathers floating
around him. His mother then asks him what he’s doing, to which Pedro doesn’t respond
and she proceeds to come over to his bed, as though floating, and tells Pedro that he’s a
good boy and asks why he did that, referencing his complicity in Julian’s murder. Pedro
responds that he didn’t do anything, that it was Jaibo. Rather than speaking out loud,
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Pedro and his mother communicate; Pedro says he’ll stay with his mother forever but she
doesn’t love him to which his mother responds by telling him she’s tired and showing
him her hands which are worn out from so much “lavar” or washing, as she puts it. The
sequence ends with Pedro asking his mother why she didn’t give him bread before, to
which she responds by bringing a piece of raw meat to him. Jaibo jumps up from under
the bed and wrestles the meat out of Pedro’s hands and taking it under the bed with him,
with ominous thunderclaps accompanying this last part of the scene before Pedro wakes
up.
This dream sequence shows a multitude of ways in which Pedro interprets events.
First, he feels guilty for being present when Jaibo killed Julian and feels the weight of
that responsibility. His mother’s comforting words would seem to console the young boy,
but rather, he not only recognizes that his mother doesn’t love him, but the burden his
existence places upon her. I consider “lavar” or washing a synecdoche which stands in
for care work. It’s not that his mother is sick of washing dishes, but rather caring for
others, specifically Pedro. Pedro’s question regarding bread may be considered biblical in
nature: during the Last Supper, Jesus declared bread his body and wine his blood. In a
similar transubstantiation, I consider bread a symbol for basic physical as well as spiritual
nourishment, therefore, it’s not only that Pedro is asking for sustenance for his body, but
also for his soul. When his mother offers him raw meat rather than bread, an ominous
thunder-storm begins, suggesting that the offering of meat is not meant to pacify Pedro or
to provide any source of physical or spiritual comfort. The meat is in fact the source of
conflict between Pedro and Jaibo, and the end of the scene in which Jaibo and Pedro fight
over the meat with Jaibo ultimately winning suggests that Pedro is ill-equipped to beat

46

Jaibo. I consider the raw meat here a reference to capitalism; what comes to mind is
Federico García Lorca’s poem “New York: oficina y denuncia” (USA, 1931), and Julio
Ramón Ribeyro’s short story “Los gallinazos sin plumas” (Peru, 1955), both of which
use symbols of meat to embody greed in metropolitan spaces. Within this context, the
meat offered by Pedro’s mother is in fact a source of social and economic capital tied to
survival in the capitalist metropolis, its still raw nature suggesting that violence is
necessary for survival. That Pedro lacks the violent instincts of Jaibo and is tortured by
Julian’s death suggests that the piece of meat and what it represents, material capital
gains and taking part in a game of survival of the fittest, is a game that Pedro is ill
equipped to play due to his empathy.
Jaibo’s acts of violence towards others may be considered a representation of his
own feelings of desperation and lack of care from a family and Pedro’s lack of care from
his family comes out in attempts to win the affection of his mother and conform to social
standards. As I have demonstrated above, a dream sequence in which Pedro is incapable
of receiving his mother’s love suggest that their relationships is strained. In addition to
this dream, the unequal affective exchange between Pedro and his mother is presented in
different parts of the film, for instance when Pedro kisses his mother’s hand while she’s
sifting beans; the beans spill on the floor and she exclaims “¡M’hijo, qué haces con tus
tonterías!” while he picks up the spilled beans. This comes immediately before his
mother beats their chickens in the courtyard, indicating that his mother is not simply
frustrated with Pedro, but even the animals that she must tend to; they are a burden to her.
Her exclamation points towards her lack of empathy for Pedro; rather than responding to
his request for approval as a breadwinner for the family when he states he’s brought
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home seven pesos, she rejects his attempts at creating an affective bond and gives him the
cold shoulder. In addition, the spilt beans relate to hunger and need for sustenance; the
beans spilling on the floor may then not only symbolize the lack of physical nourishment
but emotional nourishment as well.
The family as locus of affective bonding, then, is connected to societal issues that
pervade the film, specifically the delinquency in which young people take part. The
voiceover narration at the beginning of the film concludes that only in the future, with
better rights for children, will they be useful to society; later, the voiceover commentary
states that it leaves the resolution to these problems in the hands of progressive sectors of
society. However, the tale of Jaibo and Pedro contradicts this statement, for how can one
be of use to society when the very society in which one lives decimates the familial bonds
of affection that are required to cement the glue of society? If one is not taught how to
care for others, how can one benefit society? I think this question is answered in the
trajectory of Jaibo, whose lack of motherly love and rejection of fatherly discipline lead
him down a road of mischief and eventually mortal violence towards others, projecting
his own lack of positive affective bonding onto others. Similarly, Pedro’s lack of
affective connection with his mother with her constant rejections leads him into a
relationship with Jaibo that proves deadly for the young man.
The ways in which the narrative threads of the film are tied up suggests that it is
the lack of a supportive family, specifically a caring mother, which leads to young
people’s death in the metropolis. Pedro, after having every form of protection taken away
from him by Jaibo, is beat to death by Jaibo. The penultimate scene of the film shows
Jaibo being chased by the police and ultimately being shot by them, the last words he
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hears—which are a projection of his subconscious as we see Jaibo’s face in a close-up
moving from side to side with footage of a dog trotting down an alley superimposed upon
this shot—are those of Pedro telling him that the mangy dog is coming for him and then
those of a mother, whose voice sounds exactly like Pedro’s, responding to his thought
that he is alone, that, yes, he is always alone, and to go to sleep. That Jaibo’s last thought
is the voice of a mother, even if it is not his own, suggests that the lack of a mother is
what ultimately leads to his demise. Pedro’s end, as his body is tossed into a trash heap
by Mecha and her grandfather, also suggests that lack of motherly care is responsible for
his demise.
While ultimately a success and one of the most iconic Latin American films of the
20th Century, Los olvidados (1950) is not without its controversies. The Mexican moviegoing public of the time of its release in theaters found the film to be, “an insult to
Mexican sensibilities and to the Mexican nation” (Acevedo-Muñoz, 57). However, in the
aura of its acceptance abroad, specifically the bestowing of the best director award upon
Luis Buñuel at the Cannes Film Festival, the film was re-patriotized as a masterpiece of
Mexican film (Acevedo-Muñoz, 57). For many Latin American film critics as well, Los
olvidados represents a turning point in Latin American cinema which not only supports
the goals that were later realized by the New Latin American Cinema of the 1960s, but
also provides an important precursor for many contemporary films that deal with
marginal youth in metropolitan areas (Amiot, 2015; Moraña, 2013; Acevedo-Muñoz,
2003).
As a film which aspires to criticize modernity, themes that are found in Los
olvidados resurface in later Latin American films with child and adolescent protagonists.
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While I explore the connections between Los olvidados (1950) and more contemporary
films such as Pixote: a lei do mais fraco (1981) and La vendedora de rosas (1998) and
Huelepega: ley de la calle (1999), there are other films which may be considered part of
this corpus of street children films, including Rodrigo D: no futuro (1990) and Amarte
duele (2002). However, I think that Pixote: a lei do mais fraco (1981) and La vendedora
de rosas (1998) and Huelepega: ley de la calle (1999) offer vital perspectives, not just on
the role of directors and films in the realm of social progressivism, but also as a form of
identifying those relationships within Los olvidados—specifically the mother-child
affective bonds—and the intensification of the issues portrayed in Los olvidados in
contemporary times. Furthermore, by considering the lives of the actors after the
production process ended, a set of interesting questions arises that are beneficial to our
understanding of cinematic production as praxis: What are the limitations of film as a tool
for social change? How does neorealist film—which uses documentary-like tools to
fashion the images on-screen as pertaining to real-life scenarios with use of nonprofessional actors—work for and against real world social change? How do the films
depict the contagious negative affective connections that are produced under neoliberal
capitalism? How do these negative affective connections made in the film relate to the
real-life scenarios in which many of the protagonists found themselves?

2.3

Pixote: a lei do mais fraco: Finding a Mother’s Love on the Streets of Brazil
Hector Babenco’s Pixote: a lei do mais fraco (Brazil, 1981), produced at the onset

of neoliberal policies as they began to take form in the late 1970s and early 1980s,
critiques the precarious situations of children to low-income families who live in
Brazilian slums, or favelas. The child protagonists in Pixote: a lei do mais fraco are held
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in a penitentiary, abused, and once they escape, their age disposes them to act as drug
runners and johns for a prostitute. Brazilian laws at the time stated that children under the
age of 18 couldn’t be accused of crimes as adults, therefore, the law works two-fold; on
the one hand, seemingly protecting vagrant children from being tried for crimes as adults
and framing childhood as a protected and innocent state of development, on the other
hand, providing the perfect opportunity for criminals to use children to perform criminal
acts for which the children in question wouldn’t be held accountable, providing the
perfect scapegoat for criminality.
Pixote: a lei do mais fraco captures the viewers’ attention with the opening
sequence in which the director points out the problematic ties between poverty, child
neglect and street violence. Specifically, the director states that due to mothers working
outside of the house, many children are either left alone or in the care of an older sibling
or neighbor. In other words, due to the mother’s need to work, many children are placed
into precarious situations. In addition, the director alludes to the Brazilian law that
protects minors from being tried for crimes. This is directly connected to the many ways
in which the children and adolescents under the age of 17 are used and abused by
authorities to carry out drug deals and other violent crimes in the film. While the
breakdown of the nuclear family on the micro level leads to many of the problems that
occur in the film, the familial breakdown can be read as a metaphor for the large-scale
breakdown of society and replication of negative affective patterns—rupture, physical
violence and mental violence—which pervade the relationships in the film.
Within the film, the father figure is either absent or negligent. Pixote’s father is
dead and other male figures who come in and out of the scene are either ineffective, as

51

seen via Pixote’s grandfather on his mother’s side, or violent, represented in the cruelty
of leaders of the penitentiary in which Pixote and the other boys must stay. In the
beginning of the film, Pixote insists that his father died while being processed at a police
station even though the policeman is simply reading the names of parents of each child in
the prison. This rejection of his father, by insisting upon his death is at once a reprimand
to the authorities who seem to be unaware of the children’s familial situations as well as
an insistence on the behalf of the protagonist that he doesn’t need a father. Although he
initially rejects the information the policeman has, he simply replies “confere” the second
time the official asks him to confirm this information. This establishes the relationships
between Pixote and other youth with male authority figures as one that is riddled with
problems.
Lacking any other male role models, the boys turn to the same violence that is
shown to them to maintain control and power. The violent, masculine, authoritarian
figures of the correctional facility not only take advantage of the boys, but also act as the
primary role-models for the boys in their care. Violence as a way of displaying power is
shown most poignantly during Pixote’s first night staying in the facility, as an older boy
rapes a younger boy at night, leading the victim to sustain serious bodily injury. Soon
after this incident, the director of the penitentiary sends Pixote along with some of his
friends at the facility to take part in a police line-up, before which two of the boys are
escorted out of the transport vehicle and shot to death. Furthermore, an older, afrodescendant boy who is on the verge of reaching adulthood is for the murder of one of the
boys who was killed by the police, which instigates a riot amongst the young men in the
penitentiary and leads to a group of them deciding to leave. A scene in which the boys
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play at being drug traffickers exemplifies the contagious murderous affects that travel
from play to reality when Pixote and his friends travel to São Paolo to sell drugs and
Pixote stabs a woman after she draws a gun and shoots one of them. While Pixote, along
with Dito and Lilica, find a way of surviving by teaming up with Sueli, a prostitute, who
has the boys help her rob customers, the small family they form also ends in violence.
When Sueli brings an American tourist back to her house, Pixote shoots both the tourist
and Dito. The acts of violence escalate and intensify with the progress of the movie, with
the final scene of the film showing Pixote skipping down train tracks, completely alone
with a gun in hand.
In addition to the intensification of violence which grows as the film progresses,
moments of positive affective connections are also seen throughout, with familial type
bonding taking place at different moments. When they escape the penitentiary, Dito,
Lilica—a transgender youth—and Pixote become a small family in the time that they are
together; Lilica and Dito become involved and it is due to Lilica’s smarts and Dito’s
suave that they are able to make a way on the streets, with Lilica and Dito taking on the
role of mother and father to Pixote. However, the small family they form is precarious in
nature; after Dito, Lilica and Pixote meet Sueli and start working with her, the romantic
bond between Lilica and Dito fades and Lilica, having come of age, leaves the others on
her birthday. In addition, Dito forms a romantic bond with Sueli which replaces the
relationship he had with Lilica. While Pixote’s mother and father are out of the picture
from the beginning of the film, other figures that substitute them—the men at the
penitentiary, Lilica, Dito and Sueli also fade from sight. In other words, family in the
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modern metropolis is precarious and the love and connection that comes with that
familial bonding are equally fleeting.
The nightclubs, cocaine, disco music, and U.S. tourism hint at the façade of
happiness that pervades the nightlife to which Lilica, Dito, and Pixote cling after
escaping the penitentiary. In these places, happiness is fleeting and every experience of
happiness is followed by an act of violence. While Pixote’s earlier hallucination after
huffing glue—which starts off with him laughing and ends with his envisioning himself
naked, being chased by unknown people in a car—occurs in the penitentiary, the same
structure of events occurs after he leaves the penitentiary. The happiest moments of the
film, when Pixote, Dito, and Lilica are working with Sueli and go out to a restaurant to
eat and steal a man’s car, which they drive around in and listen to disco music, are
followed by perhaps the most violent moments of the film, in which one separation after
another occurs. First Lilica leaves the group, having come of age and no longer protected
by the law; Pixote accidentally shoots and kills Dito and an American tourist customer of
Sueli’s in her rundown house; Sueli offers herself to Pixote as a mother and then rejects
him moments later, throwing him from her house. The film ends with Pixote carrying a
loaded pistol, walking along the train tracks, kicking rocks around and balancing on the
rails while a melancholic melody accompanies the scene.
The film’s ending, specifically the onus placed upon the protagonist for caring for
himself, is mirrored in the life of the actor, Fernando Ramos da Silva. Ramos da Silva
lived with his mother and eight siblings in Diadema, a slum of São Paulo, when he was
given the part of Pixote after being selected from a group of 1,300 applicants. At the age
of 12 years old, he became a well-recognized actor after starring in Pixote: a lei do mais
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fraco won critical acclaim abroad. However, even as the young man was given parts in a
soap opera by Globo TV and played an errand boy in the Bruno Barreto movie
“Gabriela,” his lack of education remained problematic as he was unable to read and he
returned to the slum from which he came. While he was given many opportunities,
simply from the information available regarding his presence in acting, it seems as
though the tools for further success were denied the young man, which led to his ultimate
death at the hands of police forces in 1987, just seven years after he starred in Pixote: a
lei do mais fraco.
In addition to his stint in acting, Ramos da Silva also appeared in commercials for
UNICEF, the only image of which is available returns to the contradictions of care and
capital and the question of capital as care. In a post on December 8, 2009, Brazilian
blogger Miguel Andrade, in conjunction with an image of the UNICEF ad, stated the
following:
“Entra ano, sai ano e não sei o que é mais repetitivo. Os que reclamam dos que só
se lembram dos miseráveis nesta época do ano, ou realmente os que só se
lembram dos que só se lembram dos miseráveis nesta época do ano.”
(One year ends, another begins and I am not sure what is most repetitive. Those
who complain about those who only remember the miserable at this time of the
year, or really those who only remember the miserable at this time of the year.)
Andrade’s post brings to light a variation of the care and capital debate. He references the
Christmas season as a point in time in which the miserable are remembered, indicating
that giving to others and remembering the poor is only an action that can be taken during
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the holiday season. Furthermore, the imagery used in the ad exposes the same
relationship between capital and care.
Fernando Ramos da Silva is presented in the UNICEF ad to sell postcards to
attain donations for the organization. The image of Ramos da Silva holding up postcards
with images of familial togetherness and love, wearing the same type of beanie that
Pixote wore in the film, accompanied by a description indicating that this is the actor who
portrayed Pixote and the message, “Fique com o meu cartão” (“Get my card”),
underscores the contradictions between what the boy represented in the film and in real
life and the images of familial bliss on the cards. The cards show images of women
holding babies, a group of people outside in what looks to be a gathering, and the
postcard that the young man holds up is done in an artistic style that blurs the figures. The
multiple references to mothers and children, including the UNICEF logo in the bottom
hand corner of the ad, visually leads to a possibility that the viewer is placed in the
position as mother or parent to the young boy. The ad also associates the donation of
money with motherly love; in other words, monetary capital is the equivalent of affective
care.
While the ad shows the relationship between capital and care as monetary capital
being the equivalent of love, considering the life trajectory of the young actor, this
equivalency is erroneous at best, hurtful at worst. Even as Ramos da Silva was able to
attain a form of social capital with the fame from being in Pixote: a lei do mais fraco and
was given $1,000 for his acting in the film neither money for the young actor nor social
capital gained from his experience equaled success. What comes out in the many articles
pertaining to his death in 1987 is that the young actor was unable to escape the part he
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played in the film and, even up to his death, played roles as assassins in theatrical
productions. Furthermore, his death at the hands of police mirrors the relationship that
Pixote will have with the law as seen at the end of Pixote: a lei do mais fraco; with gun in
hand, Pixote walking down the train tracks signals his continuation of a life of crime.
Neither Pixote nor Ramos da Silva was able to change their fate.

2.4

La vendedora de rosas: A Christmas Tale of Love and Life Lost
The 1998 film La vendedora de rosas captures the everyday life of street children

living in Colombia’s second largest city, Medellín. The film is considered one in a trilogy
directed by Víctor Gaviria, who also directed Rodrigo D: no futuro in 1989, a reference
to the neorealist Italian film Umberto D, and Sumas y restas in 2004. Considered neorealist in scope, not simply because of the representation of everyday life but also due to
the use of non-professional actors, the films won critical acclaim abroad, with Rodrigo D:
no futuro earning a Mention of Honor at the Cannes Film Festival and La vendedora de
rosas winning awards for best actress and best director at the Chile-based Viña del Mar
Film Festival and being nominated for the top award at the Cannes Film Festival, the
Palme D’Or.8 In interviews regarding the film, Gaviria notes that he seeks to bring the
spectacle of everyday life to film (Driver and Twedell, 2008) which are considered part
of the New Latin American Cinema movement, of which neorealism is a foundational
element (Juáregui and Suárez, 2002). However, in considering the context of Colombian
publications during the 1990s, one can place Gaviria’s films in a continuum that captures
the violence occurring in Colombia during this time period; indeed, one of the most
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This award is currently held by the 2019 hit Korean film Parasite.
57

popular and problematic daily publications, the newspaper El Espacio, published between
1965 and 2013, contains gratuitous violence in both its headlines and photographic
evidence of said violence. For instance, accompanying the headline “Por un beso, casi lo
matan” is the picture of a young boy with half his face covered in scars and blood,
sporting a black eye. An article written upon the discontinuation of the newspaper in La
Crónica del Quindío claims that judicial notes, crossword puzzles, and the “Juan sin
Miedo” section, which displays an image of a scantily clad woman alongside an
interview, reminiscent of Playboy Magazine, were the main attractions for the daily
periodical. In contrast to this claim, an article in El Espectador emphasizes the
“impresión llamativa y la exploción descarnada de las muertes y casos judiciales” as the
main attributes of the journal. Classified as a “revista amarillista” the above description
one of the periodical’s covers is just an example of the types of sensationalist
representations of children in dangerous situations. The representation of children and
adolescents in violent situations is also present in Rodrigo D: no futuro and La vendedora
de rosas, in which young people huff glue, take part in gang related activities, sell drugs,
and murder others with guns. However, unlike the sensationalist periodical covers, the
director achieves a stylistically more poetic and introspective vision of this violence.
While my main focus is La vendedora de rosas, it is important to note that after
production of both Rodrigo D: no futuro and La vendedora de rosas, many of the young
people appearing in the films remained involved in criminal activities, with many dying
as a result. The fact that many of the young people starring in the films eventually died or
continued in their crime ridden lives has been problematic for Gaviria. In an interview
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with Alice Driver and Joshua Tweddell, Gaviria speaks to this problematic aspect of
filming:
At the end of our time together I realized that even though I was with those guys
and we spent a lot of time together in the same places speaking the same
language, there were things that were simply untransferable in terms of language.
I realized that they could not transmit some things to me and that I could not try,
for example, to reeducate them. There are some types of deterioration, paths that
lead to drugs and other experiences, which they told me about in Spanish, but
even though I understood these experiences and transcribed them, I really didn’t
understand. They are not accessible to me. They are experiences of killing or
assaulting someone… I don’t have the experiences that they have of trying to
push their minds past all limits through the use of substances like sacol. I see
children who are hallucinating, talking with a tree and trying to grab leaves that
don’t exist. I am not capable of arriving at an understanding of these things. What
does this mean? Their experiences are ones you cannot return from. I had the idea
that these kids could be reeducated, but there are people who cross a certain line
from which they will perhaps not return. They could kill again, but that is not a
predictable paradigm. My rationality is not a paradigm that exists for them. It is
not that I have not tried to help them. There are processes from which you cannot
return. (251)
Gaviria understandably speaks about these problems from a subjective perspective; later
in the interview, when speaking about the arrest and 26-year jail sentence of Lady
Tabares, who played the starring role in La vendedora de rosas, the director goes on to
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state, “only those who have died in life from neglect, abandonment, hate or a person that
has been orphaned absolutely—things that we can’t understand—only a person that has
lived this can kill another person” (252). What Gaviria notes here, that only from a place
of always already being dead can a person consider taking a life, a vision which is
reflected in La vendedora de rosas as the two characters who seem most dead to the
world—Mónica and El Zarco—are the two characters who also die at the end of the film
and who are ironically the most iconic from the film, with both traveling to Cannes to the
award ceremony in 1998. What Gaviria notes, the impossibility of moving beyond this
mindset and death-in-life, a term I use to describe the situation which the director alludes
to, due to practices of survival on the streets, may be related back to the observations of
scholars such as Adrienne Rich, David Harvey, and Nancy Frasier who all point out that
poverty is a product of neoliberal capitalist practices and humanitarianism, unless it is
attached to the perpetuation of the production of capital, is incompatible with the
necessity of neoliberal capitalism to perpetuate itself. Neoliberal capitalism, rather, is a
force which separates people and communities and, as evidenced in Pixote: a lei do mais
fraco, produces precarious familial structures.
La vendedora de rosas, an adaptation of Hans Christian Anderson’s story “The
Little Matchbox Girl,” takes place on the streets of Medellin, Colombia, one of the
largest and at the time of filming, also one of the most dangerous cities of the world. It is
Christmas Eve and Andrea, a young girl, runs away from home because her mother is
abusive to her and goes in search of her friend Mónica. She finds Mónica and a group of
girls, whose main source of income is selling roses to customers of restaurants and clubs
in the downtown district of Medellin. The film follows Mónica as she traverses different
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areas of Medellín: a boarding house in which she and her friends share a room, her older
sister’s house and the downtown district of clubs and restaurants. While traveling
between her sister’s house and the boarding house in which she stays, she runs into the
violent drug addict El Zarco with whom she trades a watch given to her by a customer of
a night club for a watch he’s taken off a man he killed. This foreshadows the ending in
which both she and El Zarco are killed in a shootout caused by El Zarco’s incapacity to
follow the rules of Don Héctor, the leader of his gang.
Within this schema of life and death, and death-in-life, considering the affective
bond between mother and child provides a window into understanding neoliberal
capitalism’s ideological underpinnings. The mother plays a central role for two of the
main characters of the film: for Andrea, as root of familial discord and for Mónica as
idealistic image and past provider of care. Therefore, different types of familial bonding
are present in the film: represented most poignantly by the lead, Mónica, is the absence of
maternal care which leads the young girl to her death; Andrea’s story centers around her
mother’s abuse which causes the young girl to run away from home, yet her mother
humbly apologizes for her behavior, their story ending with family reunification. Each
case shows the patterns of parental affection and how it marks the lives of the
protagonists. For Mónica, the lack of physical connection with her mother is what leads
to her untimely death. However, juxtaposed to Mónica’s tale is that of Andrea, whose
mother is concerned about Andrea and who makes efforts to reunite with her. Familial
care and concern is the main source which keeps children off the streets, as is shown by
Andrea’s reunification with her mother and Cheeky’s reunification with her father.
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The relationship between Mónica and her mother in La vendedora de rosas is that
which is easily the most central to the film and one that reiterates the incapacity for care
in the urban metropolis. Her mother is dead and the house she shared with her is burnt
down, the only remnant of which is the debris from the place she used to call home.
Mónica wanders the streets, attempting to get enough money from selling roses to
provide for herself and pay her share of the rent for the room at the boarding house she
shares with the other girls who she is friends with. In glue-induced hallucinations,
Mónica sees her mother on three occasions: downtown while sitting with her friend, she
sees her mother accompanying a child; when she is crossing a bridge, Mónica sees her
mother dressed as the Virgin Mary; and, lastly, she experiences a vision of her mother in
her dying moments. While huffing glue is most commonly associated with need to calm
hunger pangs, Mónica’s hallucinations of her mother while under the influence of the
intoxicating effects of glue are significant; this shows that it is not only physical hunger
that the young girl has, but also an emotional hunger which cannot be fulfilled by her
friends or other familial figures, such as her sister.
On the first occasion in which Mónica sees her mother walking with another child
in the dark, the camera is first focused on fireworks in the sky and then the camera cuts to
an image of a woman walking through a puddle with a child; the camera cuts to a closeup of Mónica saying “mamita” before cutting back to a medium shot of the woman and
child, as the woman turns her head towards the camera and smiles. On one level, Mónica
considers this hallucinatory image her mother; however, in Spanish, the figure of death,
rather than being a grim reaper, is actually an elderly lady. Therefore, the elderly woman
walking with the child may not simply be a hallucination of the mother figure that
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Mónica so desperately wishes for but may also be death and thus a harbinger of what is to
come for the young girl; in other words, death is always already presupposed for the
young Mónica. Taking this reading into account, the mother as a phantasmal presence
brought on by the hallucinatory glue that Mónica huffs is a representation of the young
girl’s subconscious desire for reunification with her mother, a desire that may be
considered one which is always already leading to Mónica’s demise on an emotional
level as the desire for reunification with her mother cannot be met in life.
The second hallucination begins with the camera, in an extended long shot,
showing a bridge with a figure of the Virgin Mary glowing in its center and in the
background, firecrackers go off in the sky. A cut takes us to Mónica standing on the
bridge beside the statue and zooms in on Mónica before zooming out, showing the statue
is no longer a statue, but a person. Mónica sees the figure dressed as the Virgin and cries
out, asking her mamita why she left her and if she’s come back to take her. The image of
the Virgin is significant in two ways: first, as the mother of Jesus within Christian belief,
and secondly as an intercessor between man and God. A comparison between Mary as
the mother of Jesus and intercessor for sinful people may, by extension, be related to the
role mothers play at home, as intercessors between their children and the world at large.
As primary educators and heads of household, the mother plays an essential role to a
child’s development of self and self within society. Therefore, the hallucination Mónica
has in this scene of her mother is not simply because of a drug trip that inspires the
desperation and loneliness the girl feels without her mother, but also implies that the
mother-as-intercessor which children need for engaging with the world leaves the young
woman incapable to help herself. Mónica hallucinates a mother who is both death and
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life, as the older woman appearing in her first vision is similar to la muerte and symbolic
of death and the Virgin María is symbolic of the connection to the afterlife and the
possibilities for life after death.
The last scene in which Mónica hallucinates of her mother is when she is sitting
in an abandoned area of an old house. While huffing glue, she hallucinates of her mother
reaching out to her and after being shot by a stray bullet, Mónica dies before being
embraced by her mother. I read this scene as completing a trio with the two previous
scenes in which Mónica sees her mother; each scene connects life and death. The first
scene works as a harbinger of death, the second as a representation of life after death, and
this last and final scene underscores the importance of life. Mónica is unable to have
physical contact with her mother until she is dead, implying that the possibility of having
connection with her mother is ultimately a futile desire. While Mónica’s physical distress
is at an end, what occurs to her after she dies is unclear.
A possible answer may be found in a previous dream sequence. While sleeping at
her sister’s house, Mónica dreams of opening a door and seeing her mother sewing while
Mónica pours herself hot chocolate. The dream sequence ends with Mónica sitting across
from her mother, as they both smile at each other and enjoy each other’s company. The
same music that accompanies this dream sequence is also that which accompanies
Mónica in her final moments before dying in her mother’s arms after which a close up
shot of Mónica’s face, no longer part of the hallucination but the real world of the film,
shows her eyes closing. After this death sequence, the next shot is of the Virgin Mary
which Mónica hallucinated as her mother, suggesting that Mónica’s death is part of a
divine plan, and that death, for the protagonist, is better than life as it provides her with
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rest that she would otherwise be unable to attain. That Mónica dies in her mother’s
embrace, then, may be considered a fulfillment of her previous dream and an answer to
the loneliness she feels; her drug induced cries to her mother suggest that death and final
reunification with her mother is the only thing that will provide Mónica with solace.
However, the ambiguity surrounding Mónica’s death still provides no simple resolution
to her story—does she die? Or is she asleep?
While connection to a mother figure is out of reach for Mónica, this is not the
case for her other friends who accompany her on the streets. Andrea, who initially runs
away from home due to her mother’s mistreatment of her, finds her way back. However,
it is only through her mother apologizing for not being attentive to her daughter’s needs
that leads to this reunification. The exchange is made mostly on the grounds of economic
capital, as Andrea, midway through the movie, takes a pair of her sister’s skates and sells
them to buy herself clothing. Andrea returns to her barrio on Christmas Eve to find her
mother and sister celebrating with their neighbors. Andrea’s sister sees her, yells at her
about the roller skates and then goes to tell their mom that Andrea sold them. Andrea’s
mother proceeds to speak with Andrea, in which she apologizes for dismissing her
daughter and attempts to make up for her past behavior by not only forgiving Andrea for
selling her sister’s roller skates, but also saying that she’ll look out for her daughter in the
future and buy her stuff as well. In contrast to El Zarco and Mónica, who have either nonexistent or absentee mothers, Andrea’s mother paves the way for family reunification by
admitting her faults and attempting to make amends with her daughter while also
promising to provide for her financially. The reunification is not only intimate and
personal, but also underscores the need for dialogue between child and parent, providing
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an example of how to engage with children in a respectful manner. The conversation
Andrea has with her mother, as well as Andrea’s anger at her mother’s non-working
boyfriend, intricately ties together affect and economic capital.
What we can gather from these interactions is that for Mónica, motherly love is a
need she is unable to meet and the lack of a mother, and therefore an intercessor between
her and the streets where she wanders, leads to her death. Mónica’s constant need to take
care of herself, and therefore mother herself, may also be seen as a product of neoliberal
capitalism’s innerworkings placing the onus on the individual to care for herself. In
contrast, Andrea’s mother promises a financial investment to Andrea that is at least equal
to the financial investment she is making for things her other daughter likes. The
reconciliation between Andrea and her mother suggests that a good mother is essential to
keeping a child off the streets and in her interactions with Andrea, her mother shows that
care and financial investment are equal. The elements surrounding Mónica’s ties to the
Virgin Mary may in part be equivalent to that of the mother who she no longer has—just
as the Virgin Mary is an intercessor between God and man, the mother is the mediator
between the home and society and without such a figure in her life, Mónica is unable to
live.
In real life as well, mothers play an important role for the young actresses who
starred in La vendedora de rosas. Mileider Gil, who played Andrea, stated in an
interview that she didn’t see an of the money from acting in La vendedora de rosas due
to laws requiring that money earned by minors went to their parents (Publimetro, 2018).
The story of Lady Tabares was documented in the 2003 biography titled Leidy Tabares,
la niña que vendía rosas: una vida más allá de la ficción in which Édgar Domínguez
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combines a third person omniscient narration of events intertwined with Lady Tabares’s
own words to recount the history of how she came to act in La vendedora de rosas and
what happened to her afterwards; a recent adaptation of the biography in TV format,
“Lady, la vendedora de rosas,” was brought to network television by the biographer and
is currently available to view on Netflix in the United States.
In Lady’s biography, Domínguez touches upon some of the important relationships
Lady had as a young girl. Most prominent is her relationship with her mother, which is
damaged by monetary issues; not only does her lack of financial resources lead to food
scarcity and being poorly clothed, but they also remain the reason for her problematic
relationship with her mother. As Domínguez vividly touches on, “El dinero se volvió el
centro de su vida. El culpable de todos sus problemas, de sus hambres, de su ropa
mugrosa y sus zapatos rotos. El motivo de los castigos de su mamá y el causante de todas
las humillaciones que le arrugaban el corazón” (396). Due to the financial problems faced
by her and her mother, Lady turns to robbery and selling drugs to make ends meet. While
Lady’s stint in acting provided her with some financial relief, she eventually returned to
her roots selling roses and making a living on the streets of Medellín, Colombia. In 2002,
she along with her boyfriend of the time Édison Dominguez were accused of planning the
robbery and murder of Óscar de Jesús Galvis Osorio (LAFM, 2015). While Tabares has
maintained her innocence for years, she was still sentenced to 26 years in prison and after
serving 12 years of said sentence, was released to continue her sentence under house
arrest (Semana, 2014). However, it would seem as though her fame from starring in La
vendedora de rosas actually worked against her, as she believes this to be the reason that
her sentence was so long, exceeding that of even the most violent paramilitaries who are
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charged with seven-year sentences in prison for committing murders and other atrocities
(Orozco, 2013). What this brings to light is the oxymoron in which Tabares operates, as
her fame from a film about children suffering on the streets of Medellín ultimately did
not save her from the impoverished community in which she grew up.

2.5

Huelepega: ley de la calle: Death and Disappearance
Produced in 1999, Huelepega: ley de la calle, a Venezuelan-Spanish co-production

directed by Elia K. Schneider, stands in contrast to Pixote: a lei do mais fraco (1981) and
La vendedora de rosas (1998). While the former films used a plethora of nonprofessional actors, Schneider’s film includes actors well-known to Venezuelan film,
including Jenny Noguera, Pedro Lander, Laureano Olivares, and Adolfo Cubas who
continue to be active in Venezuelan TV and film. According to a news report from El
Diario: La Prensa, Schneider’s film took five years to complete production due to
opposition from the Venezuelan Instituto Nacional del Menor and the police, which
found the imagery of the film too crude. However, after bureaucrats brought the case to
the Venezuelan congress, a decision was made in favor of the film, providing the director
with complete authority to continue filming in line with her vision. Regardless, due to the
opposition from said authorities, the director had to film clandestinely to avoid police
harassment and the movie took much longer to complete than it would have had the
director not been confronted these issues (Bort, 2001).
Information regarding the film and the child actors who starred in it is scant, if not
impossible to find. However, according to Jose Bort, the child actors who were in gangs
reformed themselves as a result of starring in the movie. In addition, the professional
actors who starred in the film gave part of their earnings to the young actors, which
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meant that many of the child actors ended up making more than the professional actors.
The children shared their own experiences in making the film and engaged in behaviors
they used to survive on the streets, but even as the film received critical acclaim abroad,
the child actors who starred in the film have disappeared. In conjunction with the film’s
plot, I take this as an opening, not only to explore the disappearance, death and
phantasmal presence of Oliver, the protagonist of the Huelepega: ley de la calle (1999),
but also lack of information regarding the actor who portrayed him, José Gregorio Rivas.
Huelepega: ley de la calle (1999) is a film that documents the life of Oliver and
the intricate social network which he enters into once he begins to live on the streets of
Caracas, Venezuela. Included in his group of acquaintances are Mocho, a low-level drug
boss who works as an intermediary with the higher-up drug boss Napoleón and the lowerlevel drug runners he employs and El Chino, a mentally handicapped young man whose
brother was killed by police and mother has an affair with Saúl, a police officer who
works with Mocho. The relationship between Mocho and Saúl underscores the corruption
and collusion of state forces in local areas, while Saúl’s relationship with Chino’s mother
marks the irony of her situation, one in which she must work with the same forces that
killed her son to make a livelihood. While Oliver learns the ropes of living on the streets
from other young people, when he finds a stash of weapons at a landfill that Chino stole
from Mocho’s underling who, in turn, stashed the arms in a hiding place in preparation
for turning on Mocho, he becomes embroiled in the drug dispute between Mocho and
Pelao, a low-level drug dealer who is involved in a drug war with Mocho, ultimately
killing Mocho and Mocho’s pregnant girlfriend. The movie ends with Chino, Oliver, and
Saúl involved in a shootout, Saúl’s chasing the two young people and shooting Oliver.
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The opening sequence of Huelepega: ley de la calle (1999) is similar to Pixote: a
lei do mais fraco as the director gives a declaration about children living on the streets,
the problems they have and what the actual situation is for many of the them. After a
brief scene showing children warming themselves by fires under a bridge and sniffing
glue, the movie cuts to a scene of Oscar’s house, with his stepfather grabbing money
from his mother. Oliver watches on as he attempts to do his homework while listening to
music on his walkman. However, his stepfather, in a drunken rage, requests that Oliver
give him another bottle to which Oliver responds, “No te doy nada. No eres mi papá,”
which further incites the rage of his stepfather, leading him to cast Oliver from the house.
This scene, which is filmed in slow motion, provides an intimate glimpse into how Oliver
reacts to and understands this moment in time—it’s a disorienting experience and the
subjective shot portrays Oliver’s confusion and shock at being thrust from his house in
such a manner. The next day, as he walks down a highway, his interior dialogue provides
further evidence of his disorientation and emotional distress as he asks himself if he was
punished by God for not acting correctly and surmising that if his stepfather were to
leave, perhaps he could go back home.
The voiceover commentary of the protagonist marks his on-screen appearances,
with many of his comments providing a guide to what occurs to him as he makes his way
on the streets. While being directed at his mother, Oliver’s interior monologue
foreshadows events that will occur and shows how Oliver changes as the film proceeds.
Many of the comments are made from a point in the future and only at movie’s end does
it become clear that the voiceover is Oliver’s voice from beyond the grave. His comments
go from being wistful about his mother and the presence of God, to acknowledging how
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he changes to fit the street life. Oliver’s phantasmal presence, which only provides
commentary during the scenes in which Oliver appears, questions the presence of God
and destiny on many occasions. Soon after Oliver finds himself on the streets, as he and
other youth enter an abandoned house to sleep for the night, he wonders if he can make
things right with God, surmises that this is his destiny, he thinks of his home and his
mother, his thoughts before falling asleep, “Me hace falta tu cariño. Me hace falta,”
showing just how vulnerable he feels. What this portrays is Oliver’s internalization of
the exterior conflicts to which he is an observer. Oliver’s mother is the bread winner for
their family, which unequally places the burden of care-work upon the shoulders of his
mother. Within this context, I consider the mother and the divine—as understood by
Oliver’s desire to connect with God—as always already happy objects remain
unattainable due to the violence and corruption to which Oliver is subjected.
A duality emerges in Oliver’s thought process and through the film in which the
divine mirrors the dichotomies already present in the social sphere. God for Oliver is the
ultimate male authority figure in the spiritual realm, and his actions in the first scene of
the film in which he disobeys his stepfather are transferred to his interpretation of God.
He states on multiple occasions that he must have done something wrong and therefore
God is punishing him. His words regarding God, “me pregunto dónde está Dios para
hacer las paces con él,” show that his ultimate goal is to find God and make up with him
for whatever it is that he did wrong which reflects the poor relationship he has with his
stepfather. Since Oliver’s biological father is absent from the picture and his stepfather is
a violent, unforgiving man, the connection Oliver makes between God and punishment
can then be considered a reflection of his lived experiences with male authority figures.
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On the other hand, his mother, grandmother, and the Virgin Mary hold the symbolic
power of care and comfort for the young boy. Most notably, Oliver wears a necklace with
a medallion of the Virgin Mary, which others notice and attempt to take away from him.
In one scene, while he and some other teenagers are walking through a cemetery, one of
them asks Oliver if he believes in that crap, to which Oliver responds that his
grandmother gifted him the necklace; the resultant fight in which Oliver keeps the other
youth from taking his necklace can be taken as Oliver’s last defense of the love that he
wishes to have so badly. This emblem of hope is also significant as Oliver takes it off and
stashes it in a secret cache, or “caleta,” concealed from prying eyes and that only the
person who has made the cache will know about.
Oliver is accompanied in his journey on the streets by other youth, most notably
Pechundío and Chino. While Pechundío is the survivor par excellence, Chino’s survival
is based more on his mental handicap than anything else. Much like Oliver, Chino is also
attempting to find a place in which to fit due to his older brother’s death at the hands of
the police as a thug working for Mocho, the local drug dealer. Rather than being
considered an insider, Chino is used by others due to his intellectual disability; he also
looks up to his brother which Mocho uses to his advantage in convincing Chino to help
out with robbing the grocery store at which Chino is employed. During the robbery,
Chino takes a pistol away from a dead security officer and, pointing the gun up in the air,
shoots relentlessly, paying little attention to where the bullets fly; later on, when he is
walking down the street, he shoots a man only because he has shoes that Chino desires
and he holds up a restaurant to also take money from the owners. Chino’s intellectual
impairment works as a foil to the violence perpetuated by the drug lords in the film; when
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taken at face value, it would seem as though the violence Chino perpetuates is completely
senseless in comparison. However, the calculated violence perpetuated by the drug
traffickers and police is in fact no different from the violence perpetrated by Chino.
I consider the violence perpetuated by Chino and that of the police and drug
traffickers to be the same, just on different scales. Chino’s willingness to shoot a man for
his shoes is in reality no different from the drug traffickers killing each other, and also
innocent bystanders, to make claim to their territory, sell drugs, and provide themselves
with a good life and maintain, if in nothing more than name alone, a higher economic and
social position. The main reason behind the violence occurring within the drug trafficking
circles is to gain economic capital; as well, the same occurs with Oliver and his friends.
When Oliver finds a stash of pure heroine that he brings to Pechundío, as they go to sell it
to Pelao, a low level drug trafficker, his thought process follows the advice he received
from Mocho—that life is not important, but rather the present and what the present may
bring, such as brand name clothing, golden chains and looking good. Pelao buys the
heroine from them at a low price, taking advantage of their lack of knowledge regarding
drugs and they take the money offered and buy themselves nice clothing and go to a
restaurant to eat. Oliver, in turn, takes the money he has earned and visits his family,
giving his newly acquired Nike hat to his brother which his stepfather then steals from his
brother, wearing it himself. What I seek to underline here is that exploitation permeates
the lived experiences of the disenfranchised youth in this film; the route of exploitation is
shown in this sequence with the boys being underpaid for the stash of heroin and Oliver’s
gift to his brother being stolen by his stepfather.
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The children’s short lives on the streets are paralleled by the brutality of the
violence perpetuated by the street gangs and drug cartels that practically own the city.
Mocho, the local leader of one of the drug cartels, not only has the armed power to stay
on the top of the local food chain but does so in spite of a physical handicap. When
speaking with Oliver, he makes it clear that he worked his way up from the bottom. His
life seems glamorous—he has a pretty girlfriend who is carrying his child; he takes trips
to the beach and even has access to a swimming pool; he has a vehicle and many people
under his charge who must listen to him and do as he says. However, even though he’s at
the top of the local chain of command, he still must answer to the mysterious Napoleon,
with whom he converses on a few occasions. While he may seem to have everything,
there are others working to undermine his power and by the end of the film his girlfriend
has been killed and so has he, resulting from a drug deal gone awry and his debt to others.
Not only does Mocho die, with his place being taken by his rival Cesar, but Oliver
also dies by the end of the film. In a police raid, Oliver, Chino and other children are
chased by cops and Oliver is shot by Saúl and succumbs to his injuries. Chino, surprised
by Oliver falling at the hands of the bullet, shoots Saúl and cradles Oliver’s body in his
arms before setting his body amongst a trash heap, placing Oliver’s necklace with the
Virgin Mary medallion on it before leaving. Within my line of argumentation, the
connection between Mocho and Oliver is one of superficial fatherhood—after Oliver
assists in the robbery of a supermarket, Mocho says that Oliver is his son when stopped
by police—and one in which Mocho’s death foreshadows Oliver’s fate. For Oliver,
Mocho becomes a role model and in his voiceover commentary in the last half hour of the
film, he goes back to Mocho as a source of authority. That Oliver is not in possession of
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nor wearing his Virgin Mary medallion at the time of his death suggests that the symbolic
absence of a mother, and consequently a caring person, in addition to his drug dealer
father figure, leads to his death. He states at the beginning of the sequence, in which he,
Chino and other street youth are convening, “Ya no tengo miedo. Si me tengo que
quedar, aquí me quedo. Yo no sé si soy el mismo pero ya no me importa. Yo lo siento
así,” which indicates that he has given up; the gift of his Virgin Mary medallion to Chino
is him symbolically giving up on his need for affective attachment. However, when the
police raid the embankment where the children are making camp, Oliver attempts to
protect Chino from the corrupt police officer Saúl, and, during their struggle, Saúl shoots
Oliver in the chest. Chino, in response, shoots Saúl three times, and remains unscathed.
He pulls the Virgin Mary medallion from his pocket and places it on Oliver’s chest
before fleeing the scene of the crime. What this suggests is that Oliver’s mindset is what
ultimately leads to his death; contrasting with Oliver’s miserable form of understanding
his existence is Chino, whose mental handicap actually works in his benefit. I consider
that Chino’s seemingly simple form of understanding events and reacting to them works
in his favor as his main concern is the present. In addition, he’s the only person living on
the streets that still has access to his mother on a physical, if not emotional, level.
Remarkably, Huelepega: ley de la calle stands out from Pixote: a lei do mais
fraco and La vendedora de rosas, in that the cast provided financial support to the child
actors and some of the child actors were able to rehabilitate. According to an article in El
Universal, the actor who played Pechundío, Ramón Paiva, completed his studies and is
now heads an organization which helps street children, and one of the other actors, Juan
Carlos Reyes, who played a minor role, was able to complete high school and gives
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acting and dance lessons. Unfortunately, even though there are a few success stories,
director Elia Schneider knows nothing about what happened to José Gregorio Rivas, who
played Oliver in the film; in addition, she recounts having to identify one of the child
actors for the police who found the young person’s dismembered body in a black trash
bag seven years after the film’s release (Ramos, 2019). I suggest that the disappearance
of José Gregorio Rivas is a reflection of Oliver’s death in the film in that, just as Oliver
disappears and becomes entrenched in street life, so, too, did the actor seemingly
disappear without a trace.

2.6

Motherless Children: Between Life and Death
While film may be a medium that is open to all and has the potential to demonstrate

problems that societies all over the world face, simply showing the suffering of a society
in an imaginary space does little to solve real-world problems and conflicts. Recalling
that, as Amy Ridley reminds us in her book The Youngest Citizens: Children’s Rights in
Latin America (2019), street children have been and remain considered criminals by
middle- and upper-classes, with criminalization of street children occurring through the
present (73). In Brazil, the Candelaria Massacre of July 23, 1993, was only one event in a
series of state instigated murders of children aimed at social cleansing; prior to the 2016
summer Olympics which were held in Río de Janeiro, police were tasked with cleaning
up the streets in a similar fashion, with many youth disappearing or being incarcerated. In
Colombia, the Villatina Massacre of 1992, in which members of the National Police
Force opened fire on nine young people, killing them all, brought to the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights in 2005, more than ten years after the violation had
occurred, because justice had still not been served in the Colombian courts. One of the
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main causes of the Villatina Massacre, according to a report by the Human Rights Watch,
is that children, regardless of whether they are involved in crime or not, are equated to
criminals due to the number of children living on the streets who turn to criminal
enterprise to make a living for themselves; thus, even though the children who were shot
and killed in the 1992 massacre were not criminals, the very fact that they were youth
predisposed them to being murdered (46-47).
The violent father figures in each film can then be equated to the inhospitable and
violent ways in which the state itself regulates authority over others. The desire for a
nurturing mother figure is the idealization of a care regime in which a person’s autonomy
and need for love and guidance are met. I borrow from Sara Ahmed’s work on happiness,
in which she details the necessity for happy objects and Laura Berlant’s cruel optimism,
defined by attempting to attain what can never be had, thus creating a situation in which
the desiring object perpetually remains out of reach, to conclude that the mother is an
always already happy object as this primordial feminine figure is juxtaposed to the
always already unhappy object, the violent and authoritarian father. However, the desire
attached to the mother is one which is cruelly optimistic—while each child shows a
connection the mother figure, this connection is shown to be one which either results in
rejection, as is the case with Oscar in Huelepega: ley de la calle and Pixote and Sueli in
Pixote: a lei do mais fraco; for Mónica this connection is cruelly optimistic as it is her
fantasy to be with her mother, yet only in death is that connection achieved. Why is it that
the father and other masculine figures are imagined as always being violent,
authoritarian, out of control, and abusive? And why is it that the mother and other female
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figures, are portrayed mostly as caring figures who are incapable of meeting the demands
of the needy children in their presence?
My conclusion rests upon the allegorical representation of fatherhood and
motherhood in each film. I consider the always already happy connection to the mother
figure, and the incapacity for attaining the emotional connection that is sought as
explored in the films, a result of neoliberal capitalism’s effects on familial bonding. In
material circumstances, since the onset of neoliberal capitalism, mothers have born the
work of not only educating children at home and being a source of emotional connection,
but also breadwinners for their families by working outside of the home. The burden of
care-work in addition to the burden of financial responsibility creates a deficit of
affective bonding between young people and their mothers, resulting in the mother
rejecting her child or becoming a negligent caretaker. The absentee and violent fathers in
Pixote: a lei do mais fraco, La vendedora de rosas, and Huelepega: ley de la calle can be
considered the haunting presence of violent forces, within the state and criminal sectors,
which either act with impunity with no regard towards children’s lives or neglect the
factors that bring children to the street and cause their deaths.
The desire for connection with a mother in each film which arises from the lack of care,
plus the replacement of that bond with material wealth is one which may be connected to
the globalized form of neoliberal capitalism which permeates Latin America and began
during the late 1970s and early 1980s. I contend, therefore, that a term used to define the
1980s—The Lost Decade—is not only one that can be used in reference to the debt crisis
in Latin America, but one whose intricate economic collapse also resulted in the loss of
motherly affective bonding for youngsters as mothers began working outside of the home
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with more frequency, and thus a loss of future for youth born during this time period. The
so-called loss of development, which I interpret in the films as a loss of love, is
allegorically represented in the protagonic youth who haunt Latin American film culture
even to this day; unable to reach maturity, each child projects a lack of possibility of
coming into his or her own which is intricately tied into the lack of care systems which
permeate contemporary Latin American films with child protagonists and,
consequentially, may also be tied to the lack of a social safety net for the world’s most
vulnerable.
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CHAPTER 3. The Cycle of Extractivist Repression of Indigenous Subjects in 20th and
21st Century Literature and Film: From Huasipungo to Madeinusa, La teta asustada,
and Ixcanul
3.1

Cycles of Extraction on the Global Cinematic Stage and National Economies
In 2015, the Guatemala-France co-production Ixcanul became the first film since

the 1983 U.S.-Guatemala El Norte to reach broad audiences and receive critical acclaim.
The path of this road to fame was circuitous and key to my analysis. Initially rejected and
even ridiculed by the national public of elite white-identifying movie-going audiences
due to its use of indigenous characters and language and criticized by others for its
stereotypical portrayal of indigenous peoples,9 the film nevertheless won many awards
abroad, including the Golden India Catalina award for Best Film at the Cartagena Film
Festival, the Alfred Bauer Award at the Berlin International Film Festival, and Best

9

The following articles and interviews provide an overview of the reception of Ixcanul:

https://womenintheworld.com/2016/09/07/mayan-language-film-about-indigenouswomen-becomes-surprise-hit-in-guatemala/;
https://www.indiewire.com/2015/12/ixcanul-director-jayro-bustamante-on-the-strengthof-mayan-women-and-guatemalas-indigenous-majority-168343/;
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/ixcanul-jayrobustamante_n_57c858dae4b0a22de0948cfb; https://lahora.gt/ixcanul-debate-lo-noentendemos/; https://elperiodico.com.gt/opinion/2016/08/01/ixcanul/;
https://lahora.gt/sindrome-ixcanul-realidad-pelicula-parte-i/;
https://lahora.gt/sindrome-ixcanul-realidad-pelicula-parte-ii/;
https://lahora.gt/sindrome-ixcanul-realidad-pelicula-iii-parte-final/.
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Picture and Best Director in the Ibero-American Competition at the Guadalajara
International Film Festival. Ixcanul was effectively repatriated in the aura of this
international festival-circuit prestige, thus opening a second chapter in its Guatemalan
life, becoming more acceptable to the elite domestic cultural audience. The culmination
of this acceptance into national discourse was the 2016 appearance of Ixcanul’s female
protagonist, María Mercedes Coroy, in Look, a leading fashion magazine in Guatemala,
as the first woman with indigenous features to ever appear on the magazine’s cover.
I argue that a close reading of the film’s plot provides a window into
understanding the complex relationship between national communities and global
cultural production. What occurs within the film is also reproduced in its journey through
the film circuit. On the one hand, Coroy acquires fetishized value as a national
commodity on the film circuit, via her protagonism in a story of indigenous misery being
awarded on the international stage. On the other hand, María, the protagonist of Ixcanul,
is forced to marry a low-level elite mayordomo of the Guatemalan coffee plantation she
works on in order to guarantee her family’s continued housing security. Therefore, it
could be considered that the same elite white-identifiying audience that initially rejects
the film is also implicitly the same force at the top of the national social structure that the
film identifies as the repressor of Coroy’s character María. The international film festival
circuit is, in a second movement, complicit with this elitist stripping of indigenous power
by consuming it wholesale. In other words, the international consumption of María/Coroy
is problematic because it is a prestige that is founded on the indigenous female’s always
already being subjugated. From this perspective, then, the appearance of the actress on
the cover of Look Magazine, which at first glance seems to be a triumphant repatriation,
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is actually a repetition of the same cycle of extractive repression, which takes the form of
the acceptance abroad being mirrored on the national level.
However, Ixcanul is hardly the only film to go through this type of cyclical
process of national rejection to international acceptance to repatriation which I have
described above. Director Claudia Llosa’s first film, Madeinusa (Peru, 2006), was either
hated or loved, with many scholars and film critics alike calling her out on the
essentialistic and exoticized portrayal of the indigenous community represented in the
film. Specifically, critics of the film found the representation of indigenous people to
replicate the degradation of indigenous characters which was a mainstay of national
television and soap operas in Peru and Flaviano Quispe, one of the few indigenous voices
that found his way into the media controversy, also felt offended at what he considered a
false portrayal of rural Andean life (Palaversich 2013). Pilar Roca’s denunciation of the
film, published in one of Peru’s most prominent newspapers, El Comercio, insisted not
only that the film negatively portrayed Andean life, but also accuses the Consejo
Nacional de Cinematografía (CONACINE) for providing thousands of dollars for filming
this exoticized portrayal. Others, however, questioned this massive criticism and
concluded that the film, regardless of its portrayal of indigenous people, is more
important as a Peruvian cultural artefact.10 Regardless of the polemic it opened on the
national stage, the film was well received at international film festivals and boasts a list
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The following blog posts provide an overview of some reactions to Madeinusa in Perú:

http://martintanaka.blogspot.com/2006/10/vctor-vich-sobre-madeinusa-y-la-prueba.html;
http://puenteareo1.blogspot.com/2006/09/los-lanzamientos-y-la-crtica.html.
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of award nominations and winnings, such as the Golden India Catalina award at the
Cartagena Film Festival, the Critics Award at the Hamburg Film Festival and the
CONACINE Award at the Lima Latin American Film Festival. Llosa’s second film, La
teta asustada (Peru, 2009), produced a stir in Lima when the film’s prestige rocketed in
international film circuits, even being considered for an Oscar and was, according to
Ríchar Primo Silva’s blog, not even shown in Peru until after the film won the Golden
Bear at the Berlinale.11 In both films, the female protagonist is played by Magaly Solier,
herself hailing from a Quechua family from the Huanta region of Ayacucho. Since the
fame of both films, Solier has starred in a handful of other Peruvian films and also sang at
benefit concert to support graduate students and young scholars at the 2017 Latin
American Studies Association convention, the first ever held in Peru. In this cycle of
export-import what initially resulted in national criticism resulted in the boost that Solier
needed to start her career and, much like María Mercedes Coroy, it was international
acclaim based on tales of indigenous suffering which provided this opening into her
career.
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The following blog posts provide an overview of the reactions to La teta asustada in

Perú: http://zumbayllu.blogspot.com/2009/02/el-oso-de-oro-en-peru.html;
http://pueblovruto.blogspot.com/2009/02/la-teta-asustada-y-nosotros-emocionados.html;
http://puenteareo1.blogspot.com/2009/03/para-quitar-el-susto.html;
https://zonadelescribidor.blogspot.com/2009/03/gabriela-wiener-y-emiliobustamante.html; https://es.globalvoices.org/2009/03/13/peru-controversia-sobre-la-tetaasustada/.
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An extractivism of the indigenous female body makes its way into each film.
Madeinusa revolves around the story of an adolescent girl who, on the brink of
womanhood, wishes to escape her indigenous village and her lecherous father who wants
to possess her body. In La teta asustada, Fausta’s well-off employer steals her music and
performs it for a live audience, after which she throws Fausta onto the streets of Lima. In
Ixcanul, the protagonist is forced to marry a plantation overseer to secure her family’s
house and, during the course of the film, it is also implied that her baby has been sold by
her fiancé. In each film, an extractivist logic pervades the film’s narrative, with each
indigenous female’s being placed in a position in which her body is used to the advantage
of those who have power over her. Salvador and Madeinusa’s father’s use of her body for
physical pleasure, Aida’s appropriation of Fausta’s music in La teta asustada, and lastly
the use of María’s body as a bargaining chip both by herself and her family, all point to
an extraction of the indigenous body’s possibilities for reproduction and, by extension, of
its capacity for creating space for herself to thrive in a contemporary, capitalist society.
Ultimately, the films portray acceptance and internalization of capital liberalism as the
only form of escaping oppression. However, this acceptance and internalization process
bears with it a similar violence to the indigenous body—and the indigenous culture and
beliefs that it represents—which is sacrificed and commodified to become part of the
capitalist economy.
Rather than just recurring simply to the on-screen and novelistic portrayal of
family separation, both the film industry and the capitalist economic enterprise work in
much the same way. A chain of foreign investment-production-extraction is a
commonality between both systems that can’t be ignored. If we take the work done by
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such Latin American critics as Néstor García Canclini and Aníbal Quijano, who note the
ubiquitous presence of Europe and the United States in the cultural spheres of Latin
America, and specifically for Canclini in the film industry, the appearance of a cultural
domination by Europe and the United States takes center stage when considering the
market for Latin American cinematic productions (Canclini, 2001; Quijano, 2000). Many
of these same theorists claim that Latin America as a signifier was created by Europe.
Regardless of a director’s intent, films that are produced with financial backing from
Europe and the United States fall within narrative categories that have been established
for Latin America. We might take as a succinct example the evolution of magical realism
from the Boom novels to the 1990s and early 2000s. While the novels of the Boom were
revolutionary works intended to create a pan-Latin American identity, by the end of the
90s, rather than being a revolutionary model, the appearance of magical realism in texts
from Latin America was assumed to be standard (Reber 2015). In their introduction to
McOndo (1996), Alberto Fuguet and Sergio Gómez give the anecdote of Latin American
writers who are approached by an editor to write some stories that are then rejected
because they seem too European as they have no aspects of the magical realism that was
expected by the editor. Latin America, it seems, is pigeon-holed into reproducing the
same narratives and the same elements with no consideration given to its cultural ties to
Europe.
This foreign investment-production-extraction of raw material is not just seen in
cultural production but also in the extractivist capitalism that has been part of Latin
America’s economic model since the beginning of colonial occupation of the Americas.
Indeed, economists who study Latin America note that the capitalist enterprise has been
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influential to Latin America’s entrance into the world economy since the 16th century; in
other words, more or less since the beginning of the conquest and colonization of Latin
America by European groups, most notably the Portuguese and Spanish, Latin America’s
economic structure has been based on exportation of goods to foreign markets. After the
independence movements of the 19th century, Latin America’s economy began to change.
With the rise of liberalism and the investment of Western European countries and the
United States in Latin America’s crop production, the liberal economic model began to
take hold in the region. The encomienda system was replaced by debt-peonage, the
supposed protection that indigenous communities received from plantation overseers was
discontinued and forced indigenous labor became the new norm.12 These changes
occurred throughout the 19th and into the 20th century, with progression towards complete
free market enterprise taking place over decades (Roseberry, 2015). However, there are
distinctive periods of overlap. For instance, David McCreery states that in Guatemala,
“[w]ith the second wave of liberals that came to power in the 1870s, capitalism came to
dominate the ideological superstructure characteristic of the state and elites, but it failed
to penetrate to any serious degree, much less revolutionize, productive
relations…Dominance of the local economy by a capitalism external to Guatemala… had
the effect of strengthening rather than weakening pre-capitalist work relationships in the
countryside” (211). What McCreery goes on to point out is that the system of debtpeonage in Guatemala in which indigenous inhabitants participated actually shielded
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them from serving in the military or being forced into doing road work as their debts to
their employers provided a small form of protection. Yet constant political fluctuations,
the price drop of coffee by the mid-20th century, and the population explosion of
indigenous peoples13 are a few factors that led to the complete integration of Guatemala
into the capitalist, free trade global economy (McCreery 1995).
Venturing back to Latin America’s so-called “Export Boom” in the 19th century,
which some have also dubbed “The Second Conquest,”14 one of the major export crops
of Latin America was coffee; indeed some might say that the 19th century was the coffee
century. Much as the case with the banana industry, coffee production coincided with
expansion, including the establishment of towns, building railroad systems and forging
regional identities. However, by clinging to a mono-export model, many countries also
suffered from pendular swings in their economy. Since national economies relied so
much on foreign investment and export markets, when prices fluctuated in the
international market and demand went down, this affected national economies on every
level, from the elite participants at the top of the economic chain to the workers at the
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affected the amount of land available for farming as land was held by the community and
passed down to children. With each successive generation, the available land for
subsistence farming lessened and pushed indigenous people to look for paying jobs to
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14 See Topik, Steven and Allen Wells, The Second Conquest of Latin America: Coffee,
Henequen, and Oil During the Export Boom, 1850-1930, 1998.
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bottom of the chain of capital dispersion. With low levels of demand meeting with price
drops, the system was unable to support itself (Roseberry 1995).
It comes as no surprise then that David Goodman states in the very first sentence
of the edited volume Confronting the Coffee Crisis: Fair Trade, Sustainable Livelihoods
and Ecosystems in Mexico and Central America (2008) that the decline of coffee prices
during the early 2000s affected small-scale coffee producers by “destroying their
livelihoods, mortgaging their children’s future, undermining the cohesion of families and
communities, and threatening ecosystems” (3). In other words, when coffee prices go
down, the quality of life of the economic unit which produces coffee–the small-scale
coffee producers and their families–also declines.
The coffee crisis which Goodman points to is generally said to have come about
as a result of the break-down of the International Coffee Agreement (ICA) in 1989. The
onset of neoliberal policies in conjunction with capitalist extractivist practices coincides
with the coffee crisis in Central America. The deregulation of markets, privatization of
state agencies and public services, and liberalization of international trade all play a role
in the decline of the coffee market as state support for farmers has dwindled (Goodman
2005).
In addition to the issues that are inherent in the coffee industry, we can take as
another example of the foreign investment-production-exploitation model the banana
industry. Unlike the coffee industry, which tends to have higher genetic variety in its
plants, the banana industry from its inception was based on not just a mono-culture
model, but a mono-variety model in which one particular variety of banana cultivated by
the United Fruit Company, the Gros Michel, was sold on the world market and within its
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economic model. Known as “El Pulpo” because of its massive reach in Latin America
and operating mostly in the Caribbean and Central America, the United Fruit Company
created a transport monopoly and controlled all major ports in the area with the purpose
of selling the Gros Michel banana to the United States. Aside from this, by supporting
repressive regimes, the UFC was able to purchase land at cheap rates and pay low wages
to employees. In Colombia, these inequalities came to a head in the 1928 Banana
Massacre, in which striking workers were massacred by armed government forces. Not
only did Colombia’s government collude with the UFC in criminalizing and massacring
workers, but all of this also occurred with the support from the U.S. State Department.
The 1954 overthrow of democratically elected Guatemalan president Jacobo Árbenz was
orchestrated by the U.S. and the UFC, and the propaganda machine that sought to
discredit Árbenz’s government, run by Edward Bernays, portrayed Árbenz and his
policies–agrarian reform and rights for workers–as communist, anti-democratic, and most
importantly, anti-American. In the post-WWII environment and the Cold War that
followed, the democratic spirit of Latin America’s communities was put to the test and, in
many instances, quashed by authoritarian regimes supported by the U.S. The
consequences of the puppet dictators that were supported by U.S. interests resulted in farleft guerrilla movements attempting to throw off this power. In Guatemala, the Panzós
Massacre of 1978, follows a similar trajectory to earlier worker strikes. Workers, fed up
with low pay and few if any worker’s rights, went to meet government officials in the
town of Panzós only to be openly fired upon. Furthermore, the current case being made
against Chiquita in regard to its funding of paramilitary groups during the 1990s points to
the continuation of an economic process that has been ubiquitous in Latin America for at
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least 150 years. As recently as 2018, the collusion of multinational companies with
extremist paramilitary groups is still being uncovered and the trial of Chiquita Brands
International for financing paramilitary and terrorist organizations from 1997 through
2004 and the subsequent 25 million dollar fine the company was given five years to pay
provides an example of the power that multinational corporations continue to hold
through the 21st century and the long road to bringing justice to communities violated in
the name of making a profit.15
On the other hand, the case of Peru is slightly different. Sendero Luminoso was
formed to overthrow what they deemed an illegitimate government. According to their
founding leader, Dr. Abimail Guzmán, a university professor and member of Peru’s
intellectual elite, the Peruvian government was illegitimate as it continued a tradition of
colonial imperialism towards indigenous groups. Sendero Luminoso was formed under a
Marxist-Leninist-Maoist model and it was involved in a campaign of state terror with
attacks against public buildings and assassinations of local public figures (Manwaring
1995). According to the Truth and Peace Commission of 2001, what started as a
continuation of the Partido Comunista Peruano (PCP) founded by the Peruvian
intellectual José Carlos Mariátegui in 1928 ended with the creation of Sendero Luminoso
and its freedom movement.16 What can’t be ignored is that rural, indigenous populations
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found themselves caught between state forces and the Sendero Luminoso forces during
the twenty years of conflict. Unlike the cases of guerrilla movements in Central America,
such as the Salvadoran Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (FMNL)
where rural people caught between the guerrilla movement and state forces tended to be
left alone by the FMNL with state military forces being the primary perpetrators of
violence, Sendero Luminoso’s leaders used terrorism to persuade rural people to fight for
them. Furthermore, part of Sendero Luminoso’s plan was bloodshed, in which they not
only attacked state forces, but also the peasants.17 For instance, in the case of Chuschi,
the indigenous, largely monolingual Quechua speakers in the region were terrorized by
Sendero Luminoso and, due to a lack of local leaders, attempted to defend themselves.18
Accordingly, due to the lack of state presence, Sendero Luminoso was able to terrorize
rural populations, and, according to the truth commission’s documents, when state forces
were called in, they found no suspicious evidence of the guerrilla movement’s effects on
the local population (30).
Regardless, systemic violence and direct violence to the family unit were not only
part of the transition to liberal capitalism that is currently in place in Latin America but
remains one of its bases of operation. On the one hand, monoculture produces too many
fluctuations in price to provide stability to those who work in agricultural industries
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where one or two export plants are relied on for the large amount of gross domestic
product. Furthermore, fungal infections of crops, which is seen most dramatically in the
case of the banana in which the Gros Michel became extinct and was replaced by the
Cavendish, also affects the coffee industry, decimating both crops and livelihoods. On the
other hand, the collusion of national elites with multinational companies to maintain
control over the agricultural sector results in armed violence against mostly poor,
indigenous groups in Latin America. And in many cases, state neglect of rural peoples
also contributes to the violence they endure; indigenous safety is a peripheral concern of
the state. The established economic model in which indigenous and peasant life is
deemed expendable has led to turmoil for families as they are separated by a violence that
can only be considered a structural part of the economic extractivist model.
What is striking in the accounts of the massacres that have occurred in Latin
America as a result of this economic hierarchy is the subjects who are killed and the way
these massacres are meted out. In recounting the events of Panzós, historian Greg
Grandin states that some eye witnesses to the massacre reported that women and children
were targeted when protesters were fired upon; furthermore, the same day of the
massacre, thirty-four corpses were buried by the military, twenty-five of them men and
nine of them women, ranging in age from six years old to seventy-nine years old (153). In
the El Mozote massacre of 1981 in El Salvador, mostly older men, women, and children
were killed; of the 143 skulls that were later uncovered at the site of the massacre, only
12 of those found did not belong to children (Maslin 2016). Furthermore, investigative
journalist Mark Danner, reporting on this atrocity twelve years after its occurrence,
declared that the initial U.S. reporting of the case when it occurred in 1981, the political
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concern and the eventual cover-up, all in the name of fighting communism, was a
hallmark of Cold War politics, in which the public denial kept the U.S. from taking
responsibility for investing millions of dollars into a government that not only
suppressed, but murdered people (53).
If we journey back to accounts of the Colombian Banana Massacre, in which
scholars speak mostly about “workers,” it may at first glance seem strange that, in the
documentary Banana Land: Blood, Bullets and Poison (2015), the image that
accompanies the voice-over commentary regarding the massacre is that of a mother and
child being shot, killed, and dumped into the ocean. This image, however, is a resounding
representation of the family separation and death caused by military operations that took
place in the Caribbean and Central America under the reign of U.S. backed, multinational
corporations. To be such a worker, in other words, is to be susceptible not only to
personal violence, but, fundamentally, to the violence of family precarity and separation.
Family separation due to the overreach of multinational corporations is not the primary
focus of historical and documentary texts but is taken up in literary and cinematic
representation. Classic examples of this include such novels as Rómulo Gallegos’s Doña
Bárbara (1929), which has at its core families that have been separated due to the
intervention and control of multinational corporations in Venezuela. In indigenista
literature as well, family separation occurs, not just at the level of impoverished, rural
folk, but also to those who are mid-level criollo operators within this system, such as the
Ecuadorian Pereira family in Jorge Icaza’s Huasipungo (1934). On the other end of the
spectrum, anything that is considered a threat to the existence of upper-class families is
exterminated. Succinct examples of this include the Mexican film Amar te duele (2002)
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in which a Romeo and Juliet narrative story arc follows Ulíses, a teenager living on the
streets of Mexico City, and Renata, a girl from an upper-class family, as they fall in love.
Her parent’s disapproval of Ulíses and her subsequent house arrest just make Renata’s
passion for the disadvantaged teenager grow stronger. Renata’s upper-class boyfriend
Alfonso, upon hearing that Renata is attempting to run away with Ulíses, brings a gun to
the bus station and in an attempt to kill Ulises he hits Renata instead. Her death at the end
of the film is necessary; underlying the story is the threat her misplaced affective
connection to Ulíses and the under-class which he represents to the upper-class family
and their power and her death is necessary for the upper-class to remain in control.
Furthermore, other scenarios, not just literary ones, illuminate the necessity for familial
unity of upper-class families. Medical anthropologist Ernesto Vásquez del Águila notes
how many non-heterosexual Peruvian men handle coming out in a transnational context
in his article “God Forgives the Sin but not the Scandal: Coming Out in a Transnational
Context – Between Sexual Freedom and Cultural Isolation” (2012). Specifically, many of
the men he interviews come from upper-class Peruvian families in which preserving the
family name is of utmost importance. Therefore, many of the men mention how they
have to be very careful regarding their sexual lifestyle in Lima as well as in the United
States to keep up the façade of heterosexuality, in many cases remaining incapable of
coming out to their families. Even more interesting is that many men act out their
homosexual desires while still remaining socially heterosexual, in many cases privately
assuming the label caleta and engaging in sexual trysts with other men while still
remaining disconnected from the gay scene and therefore preserving the façade of
heterosexuality and continuation of the family name via the implied progeny that come
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from heterosexual intercourse (2012). If we consider that the fate of the family is part and
parcel of the extractivist logic that I have underscored, then it is no mere coincidence that
we find an on-screen family mediating the social, political and economic problems in
indigenous marked spaces within Ixcanul, Madeinusa, and La teta asustada.
The trends of familial presence in Latin American film extend the already wellestablished trends of a similar presence in its literature. Latin American literary scholar
Matthew Bush, in his book Pragmatic Passions: Melodrama and Latin American Social
Narrative (2014), argues that melodrama is the vehicle by which social, economic and
political problems in Latin America are mediated. The appearance on screen of family
melodramas, then, is a continuation of this mode of expression. However, contemporary
Latin American narratives do not just feature families, but rather a corpus of films has
arisen that represent children and adolescents on screen who mediate social, political and
economic issues, and, even more interestingly for my purposes, Bush also asserts,
without further exploration, that the melodramatic mode in Latin America is often
infelicitous—that is, it can’t find a happy ending. As Lee Edelman points out in his work
No Future, the white, middle-class child is the repository for futurity, in the sense that
upon this symbolic child rests the hopes for a better future. He proposes that queer
subjects should eschew futurity and, therefore, also conceptually reject the symbolic child
represented by a classed and raced subject that represents the utopic and idealized future.
His analysis, although important to understanding the positionality of queer subjects,
does not include an analysis of the representation of class- and race-marked children who
are representative of the non-futurity of certain populations; in Edelman’s formulation,
non-futurity is conceptually contemplated only at the level of a queer and specifically
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homosexual “parent” generation that is not symbolically vested with the ability to
procreate because it is excluded from the futurity of white middle-class dominant culture.
In the literary and cinematic production of Latin America, however, representation
abounds of non-white, non-middle-class, non-dominant youth whom we might consider
equally “queer” subjects in that they are denied futurity. The infelicitous family
melodrama, that which Edelman states has no future, is precisely that which forms a
corpus of narratives in contemporary Latin American film and literature. Combining
Edelman’s ideas with Bush’s, and moving beyond the limits of both frameworks, I would
argue that it is the fact that the family is a building block of extractivist economic and
social power in Latin America that should be understood as the driving force that makes
the family melodrama ubiquitous to the Latin American literary tradition, given that it is
family which is a powerful symbolic signifier of Latin American political, social, and
economic structure.
The child of the Latin American familial melodrama embodies the problematic
intersections of power, race, class and historical processes that come to bear on the
outcomes for race- and class-marked individuals. Lee Edelman only contemplates a
positive connection between the child and futurity, but what I find overwhelmingly in the
Latin American cultural context, and in Ixcanul, Madeinusa, and La teta asustada in
particular, is a marked non-futurity. That is, the very symbol of futurity represented in
the child and adolescent is stripped of its power when it embodies a class- and racemarked position that is not the middle-class, white child and or adolescent identified as
the symbol of futurity in Edelman’s work. In other words, when embodied in a lowerclass, darker child, any futurity that that child might represent is placed on hold in an
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attempt to deal with the present situation in which the protagonist finds him or herself. In
films produced since the onset of neoliberalism, many of the child and adolescent
protagonists must face their problems alone and are cornered into a life which leaves
them incapable of overcoming overwhelming and life-threatening conditions. Ultimately,
this reflects the dark side of neoliberalism’s quest for individual liberties and rights, as
the children and adolescents in the films bear the responsibility for fixing the intergenerational repression at whose mercy they find themselves with little to no support
either from their families–as represented predominantly by parental figures–or society at
large. The structural politico-economic impossibility of resolving the social issues staged
melodramatically around these intersectionally oppressed families and their children
explains why such family melodramas, in Bush’s analysis, would stall out rather than
arriving at felicitous resolution, for a resolution would, in an extension of Edelman’s
terms, grant them a futurity that is structurally proscribed by a geopolitical-economic
system that categorically denies them agency and resources, making futurity always out
of reach.
In addition, the liberal capitalist economic system under which Latin American
countries currently operate, with the exception of a few, is a system of foreign
investment, production and extraction. The world market and specifically the needs of
European and Asian consumers are met by the production of single export cultures in
these regions. It is not necessarily capitalism itself which produces the pendulum effect of
rising and lowering of economic stability in the region, but rather the lack of diversity in
exports from these countries. Lack of demand plus necessity for cheaper products on the
global market also drives down wages in the region because local entrepreneurs must find
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ways of making their products available on the world market while meeting demands for
low cost products. Labor is extracted from poorer, working class sectors of society,
resulting in worsening living conditions for these same sectors while lining the pockets of
local elites and international enterprises.
What results from this system is, in the most basic Marxist analysis, an
accumulation of capital. David Harvey notes in The New Imperialism: Accumulation by
Dispossession (2004) that since the 1970s an overaccumulation of capital has been in
play that results in surpluses of labor and surpluses of capital. According to Harvey, this
overaccumulation results in speculative investments as money is invested in future
projects. As a function of the capitalist economy, not only is accumulation key, but
continued accumulation and progress due to competition with others to produce a product
at the cheapest price possible while making a profit means that the overaccumulation of
capital is always progressing towards accumulation of even greater capital (Heinrich
2012). However, rather than looking at capital accumulation as only positive, I think that
debt should also be considered, especially as this is one of the defining characteristics
that lead to the debt crisis in Latin America during the 1980s and also has negatively
impacted other sectors worldwide. Timothy Knight, for instance, notes that the 1980s
debt crisis came out of the speculative investment in Latin American countries in
exchange for oil, a mono-extractivist export. Banks made money off the interest from
loans while countries like Mexico, Brazil, and Argentina exported oil and invested the
loan money into infrastructure. Over time, though, countries slid further into debt while
foreign investors found it increasingly difficult to shoulder the money loaned out and the
deficit this produced as repayment was always shouldered onto the future, and due to the
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short-term conditions of the loans, the debt mushroomed as one unpaid loan was rolled
over into a new one (Knight 247).
National elites and state actors who take out these loans end up with an overall
positive accumulation of capital and a surplus of positive accumulation that is juxtaposed
to the negative capital accumulation of the lower classes, or what we might call deficit.
When I use the term capital accumulation, I mean that a surplus of cultural, social, and
economic capital accumulates within specific sectors of society. While positive capital
accumulation results in more capital socially, culturally and economically, negative
capital accumulation results in a deficit of capital in these three spheres. I take here, for
instance, Lisa Marie Cacho’s observations regarding race and class marked individuals in
U.S. media. Throughout her book Social Death: Racialized Rightlessness and the
Criminalization of the Unprotected (2012), Cacho notes how Black and Latino
populations bear the brunt of criminalization in news media as they carry what I call
negative capital accumulation, such as the example she provides of the Black Hurricane
Katrina survivors being called “criminals” when they went to abandoned stores looking
for food while white people engaging in the same actions were labeled “victims.” Due to
their race and class marked positions in society, an accumulation of negative capital
occurs for Black people and populations while the opposite occurs for white populations.
In the same way, David McCreery notes how the perception of the drunk, lazy indigenous
man permeated news stories in early 20th century Guatemalan newspapers, again showing
this negative capital accumulation that is based in race and class. In his essay
“Necropolitics” (2003), Achille Mbembe asserts that humanity, for the slave, and, for the
purposes of my argument, by extension, for poor, racially-marked individuals, is a matter
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of capital in which a person becomes capital and, more importantly, relationships are
commodified, and poor, racially-marked populations are constantly in a state of injury.
Mbembe ends on the rather pessimistic note that in states of slavery and colonialism,
freedom and death are “irrevocably interwoven” as the way towards freedom for the
suppressed individual is suicidal-homicide in which self-annihilation and annihilation of
the other (oppressor) are the only means by which to be truly free (2003). Recently,
Jasbir Puar responded to Mbembe’s theoretical assertion claiming that maiming as a form
of biocontrol has been under-theorized, with the main take-away from her argument, in
which she uses the Israeli-Palestine conflict to explain her reasoning, being that
populations are maimed and disabled and that this disability is considered simply
“collateral damage” (10). If we apply the same logic to liberal capitalist economics, then,
we can consider the geographical space of Latin America one in which “collateral
damage” is an everyday occurrence. Take, for instance, Melissa W. Wright’s
observations regarding the maquila industry which works in precisely this same way:
employees are expected to work for long hours for low wages and eventually their bodies
are unable to cope with performing the same task for such long hours. Once their work is
extracted from them, their maimed bodies exit the maquila to work elsewhere; in
conjunction with this maiming of the women directly by the companies, the femicides
that occurred in Ciudad Juárez are also a testament to the death that this system wrings
upon the poor, racially marked individuals who work in this industry. The local
government and companies refused having a hand in the deaths of the women, claiming
that many of the women were probably asking for it due to how they were dressed which
produced a response from the mothers of the murdered victims, claiming that these
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women were daughters, sisters, and mothers, thereby using their familial relationships to
fight the victim blaming by both company and government officials (2001). More
broadly speaking, the maquilas were owned primarily by U.S. companies and the workers
were primarily displaced Mexicans who were suffering the effects of the 1994 passage of
NAFTA. In other words, U.S. companies filled a job vacuum that was created by U.S.
policies, in which Mexican people were financially maimed and forced to work under
these conditions due to privatization and deregulation which ultimately resulted in
physical maiming as well. What I seek to highlight here is that liberal capitalist
economics itself produces conditions of maiming and death which Mbembe and Puar
place specifically within the context of war. Although there is a preponderance of direct,
armed conflict that comes out of the relationship between the United States and Latin
American countries, there is also an economic maiming that occurs that is just as
important to notice.
Not only is this condition of maiming occurring at the level of individuals and
small communities, but also occurs at a national level. The debt based-economic model
which undergirds the world’s financial system places national elites directly within the
range of this economic disability. We might consider that within the elite sectors, due to
the taking out of loans by national elites and their government agents, the surplus of
capital accumulation by elites in the form of loans means a propagation of their cultural,
social, and economic systems. These three factors intersect in ways to produce
individuals and small groups who hold a majority of monetary wealth and influence in
social and political institutions of power which results in a propagation of the ideological
beliefs of these groups and, by extension, the ideological beliefs of the sectors funding
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them, most notably Europe, the United States and, more recently, China. For national
elites then, remaining in power and extracting resources is essential to keeping the wheel
moving as paying off the debts to creditors requires an ever-increasing amount of capital.
However, there is also a negative capital accumulation which occurs within sectors of
society which tend to be impoverished and racially marked. Not only is there a stripping
of power from the poorer, racially-marked sectors of society, but also an accumulation of
negative capital which makes the under-class sectors of society more likely to have their
capacity for accumulating positive capital limited if not completely incapacitated. Unlike
the encomienda system, which in theory provided labor for the encomenderos while also
providing protection for indigenous laborers, the current economic model used in Latin
American countries, which is based on debt-peonage in many areas, creates a debt-driven
market in which those people at the bottom of the economic chain are unable to repay
their debts. On a larger scale, loans that are given to countries in Latin America have not
only led to serious problems for the region, such as the debt crisis of the 1980s,
commonly referred to as “The Lost Decade,” but continues to be a problem for countries
whose debt overreaches their capacity for repayment.19 Considering this notion of debtbased economics, then, regionally speaking, Latin America has a negative accumulation
of monetary capital which coincides with an accumulation of a deficit in social and
cultural capital on the world stage, but within the national economies of each country,
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there still remains an accumulation of positive capital within the elite sectors of society
while impoverished members of society tend to be those that carry the burden of national
and international debt, as they are the ones who work to create the products by which the
repayment of debts will be made or they are the ones who aren’t even members of the
economy and therefore dehumanized (Halebsky and Harris 1995; Heinrich 2012).
In a development of this logic, then, we can turn our eyes to the international film
circuit, which works in a similar fashion. As Antonio Skármeta pointed out in the 1960s,
European funds are indispensable to making Latin American films. More recently,
specifically in the case of Claudia Llosa’s film La teta asustada (2009), Peruvian film
scholar Jeffrey Middents notes a similar investment by European funding institutions in
the film. We might consider the investment of European funds in Latin American
cinematic creation as related to the debt-based economy in which Latin American
countries must operate economically. Rather than having the capacity to create their own
cinemas, aside from Argentina, Cuba, Mexico, and Brazil, which are outliers with a
tradition of strong state—and, now, also independent—funding, the majority of Latin
American countries are unable to produce significant cinema or to export what cinema
they are able to produce abroad to reach larger audiences. By working with European
production companies, they are able to create and export cinematic productions to
broader audiences. In his criticism of La teta asustada (2009), Middents notes that it
received funding from sources such as the World Cinema Fund, associated with the
Berlin Film Festival, and Visions Sud Est which is associated with the Friboug Film
Festival. Furthermore, he provides a succinct summary of the debates in academic circles
around this funding of films, primarily that the narratives respond to what film festival

103

audiences expect to see in these films–structural oppression and conditions of poverty–
while others proclaim that the way in which the film is edited and filmed, with a
preponderance of long takes and medium close-up shots, sticks to a “film festival
aesthetic.” Middents also notes one of the most surprising elements of the film that, to a
first-time spectator, takes one by surprise: the superstition-motivated insertion of a potato
in the protagonist’s vagina (2013). All of these elements together, plus the fact that La
teta asustada rose to fame in Peru specifically due to winning the Golden Bear Award at
the Berlinale, ironically the same film festival associated with one of the funders of the
film, point to a commodification of indigenous suffering. It is based upon this fetichized
indigeneity which Magaly Solier was able to build her career as a singer and actress,
which seems problematic if we take into consideration that Solier comes from a Quechua
speaking region in Ayacucho, Huanta. Representations of poor and indigenous people,
however, have been part of the indigenista writing tradition of Latin America, which
sought to bring to light the exploitative practices of the capitalist economy.

3.2

Huasipungo: Indigenista Literature and the Capitalist Economic Model
One of the most important precedents exist for this treatment of the indigenous

family is the 1934 novel Huasipungo written by Jorge Icaza which provides an example
of the continued use of the family as a point of departure by which to understand the
problematic nature of the effects of capitalism in Latin America on its economy and
society. Written in Ecuador in 1934, the novel recounts the move of the Pereira family to
Cuchitambo since the patriarch of the family, Alfonso, is in debt to his uncle Julio and
must work on his behalf to build a road leading up to Cuchitambo so that the
multinational company for which Julio works can access the land. The novel was initially
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received by critics and the general public in a polemic manner; however, many critics
consider the novel a turning point in the representation of indigenous characters from a
romantic figure to an object of study in politically compromised literatures (Garcias
2008). Although the novel has been considered in terms of time, the consumption of food
and a questioning of whether the indigenous can actually speak, those who have written
about the novel tend to analyze these aspects in terms of social and class disparities
(García 2007; Lopes 1966; Póstigo 2003). However, an aspect that has not been touched
upon by critics is the affective economy that emerges within the novel and its connection
to family structure and capitalism.
The novel references different institutional powers, including the church,
represented by the priest, the old elite land-owning class, represented by Alfonso, and the
new elite class represented by Julio, which works with multinational companies to exploit
the land. The precarity of Alfonso’s situation is transferred from himself to Andrés, an
indigenous man, and throughout the novel, the repercussions of the extractivist economy
effect the characters in sometimes unexpected ways. Furthermore, an affective
transference occurs which illuminates the ways in which the older social order based on a
landholding elite deteriorates to pave the way for the new economy based on local-elites
making alliances with foreign powers. The novel, then, not only shows the injustices that
are present under both the older caste system and new capitalist economy, but also
emphasizes the changes that were occurring in Ecuador at the time as the economy
transitioned to one in with local companies worked as subsidiaries of larger multinational
companies. This move decentralized power and made it practically impossible that any
multinational company would be directly connected to the abuses either of its subsidiaries
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or the governments which relied on such power to continue military oppression against
citizens who did not benefit from this system.
The first instance in which the reader is introduced to Alfonso Pereira, he is
running late for an appointment with his uncle Julio to whom he owes money. This
moment is also framed by the disgrace that his daughter has brought upon his family by
becoming pregnant with, “…un tal Cumba, cholo por los cuatro costados. ¡No! Por los
tres; porque por último es indio. ¡Indio! La sangre le hirvió en los carrillos” (13). The
establishment that being Indian is a crime worse than his daughter’s pregnancy is
established here as it’s connected to his rising anger. The indigenous character Cumba, in
a sense, destabilizes Pereira’s grasp on familial power by impregnating his daughter,
thereby toppling the one place in which he seems to have the upper hand. On top of this
possible loss of honor, he is also in debt to different people, including his uncle, the
archbishop, and the bank. It would seem as though everyone is against him due to the
economic and societal pressures he faces. However, when his uncle practically forces him
to go to Cuchitambo to help build a road and rid the land of huasipungos, the small parcel
of land given to indigenous laborers under the encomienda system, not only is Pereira’s
economic problem resolved, but also the possible loss of honor he might experience at
the discovery of his daughter’s pregnancy. On the other hand, Pereira’s connection to the
indigenous cannot be lost here, as he views the part-cholo,20 part-indigenous man who
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The term cholo is normally used to reference someone of mixed indigenous and

European ancestry. The term is used in the Andean countries of Bolivia, Ecuador, and
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impregnated his daughter as a threat to his social standing, and therefore a threat just as
bad or worse than that of his uncle and other social institutions.
While traveling to Cuchitambo, Alfonso and his family must cross a swamp and
at this point in time, he and his wife and daughter ride on the backs of indigenous
laborers. The man that carries Alfonso, Andrés, is another of the main characters in the
story. While Alfonso is carried on Andrés’s back, he thinks of his father’s use of the whip
to make indigenous laborers build a road which produces an emotional response that
becomes a bodily reaction in which he jumps a little while on Andrés’s back which
makes Andrés fall over in the muddy swamp. The imaginary whip that Alfonso thinks
about travels from his thoughts into reality where the indigenous man upon whom he
rides is castigated. In other words, the very thought of indigenous suffering becomes
actualized indigenous suffering.
After this moment of suffering, Andrés returns home to find that his wife is not
inside, and the imaginary whip that Alfonso thought of previously comes up again,
“…pero su sexualidad desviada al sadismo por el látigo de los blancos se le escurre por
los dedos” (Icaza, 19). Rather than the whip remaining an imaginary symbol that then
affects the position of Andrés, it comes up again to punish Cunshi, Andrés’s wife. This
demonstrates how the thought-of violence of Alfonso becomes not only realized in the
real-time suffering of Andrés within the story, but also of his wife Cunshi; violence
travels from one person to another, patterning its movement along social and class

Perú and, until most recently, was largely a derogatory term. See Charles Andrade’s entry
in the Encyclopedia of Latin American History and Culture.
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divisions, mirroring the economic hierarchy upon which these divisions are based.
Cunshi, as the least powerful in the economic system, is also the one upon whom a
majority of the violence is placed. This violence not only travels hierarchically but grows
stronger with each transference it makes—as a spontaneous jump in the case of Alfonso
to Andrés, to the fear and irritation that Andrés feels, to the physical blows that Andrés
bestows upon Cunshi’s body.
Once Cunshi is taken by Alfonso to provide breast milk to his grandchild, Andrés,
who is emotionally affected by her absence, strikes himself with an axe while working,
ultimately injuring himself. The text relates the inability of Andrés to avoid the action:
“El hacha por acto fallido se desvía unos milímetros, cayendo sobre el pie que lo parte y
quedándose clavada en el tronco rebelde” (32). Andrés angrily splits wood with his axe,
and the anger he feels which is a result of Alfonso taking Cunshi, becomes an anger
which is aimed at himself, resulting in the self-inflicted axe wound that eventually
becomes infected and emasculates him as he is only able to perform the most basic of
jobs after this moment. Via the movement of different violent emotions from one person
to another, the hierarchy of power and control over the body is made visible by this last
self-inflicted violence Andrés deals to himself. Andrés has internalized the violence that
has been both physically and mentally directed towards him.
In a further turn of the screw, a similar internalization of violence towards her
own body also occurs to Cunshi. While Cunshi is in Alfonso’s house, she is physically
assaulted and raped after Alfonso chases animals off the corn field, a physical violence
that mirrors the first episode between Andrés and Alfonso. Alfonso, feeling much more
masculine due to his part in saving the corn crop, decides to take pleasure in violating
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Cunshi’s body. Later in the novel, when Alfonso has run the indigenous workers into the
ground while constructing the road to Cuchitambo, the lack of food that he has provided
to the workers begins to kill off their families as they suffer from starvation. In a vain
attempt to feed themselves, many of the indigenous men dig up a rotting, buried cow
carcass. Initially, Alfonso finds the dead cow and thinks that the Indians have killed it
intentionally and therefore allows it to rot and be buried so that the Indians will not be
able to eat it. However, hunger overcomes common sense and they uncover the rotting
remains to cook and eat. Due to her already weak state, Cunshi is overtaken by the rotten
meat and, according to the text, “Debe ser el mal que ha entrado en ella” (98), while she
lies dying in her hovel. The “mal” that supposedly entered into her body upon eating the
dead meat, via Alfonso’s first suspicions that the Indians killed it and then his
intentionally letting the meat rot, works as a transference of his avarice, greed and
disregard for indigenous lives that causes her death. By ingesting the meat, she
internalizes the violent thoughts of the “hombre Dios” that controls her very life, and in
this case, her death.
In an ironic twist, once the road is built and Mr. Chapy and his associates come to
Cuchitambo, not only do they want to completely exterminate the indigenous population
and run them off the land, they also speak about Alfonso and Latin America in much the
same way that Alfonso has talked about the indigenous people throughout the novel.
Specifically, Mr. Chapy states in a broken Spanish that “tenemos que vivir como gente”
(113) as well as “estos países muy brutos cuando no quieren dejarnos sacar el petroleo”
(113); the poor syntactical construction of these phrases plus the dehumanization of Latin
American people found in these descriptions point to the lack of value Latin American
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culture has to the foreign investors. In other words, it’s not the indigenous peoples that
are thought of as brutish, uneducated people to foreigners, but rather Latin America as a
whole.
Icaza’s novel illuminates the affective hierarchy that coincides with the capitalist
hierarchy that populates the novel. The trickle-down affective flow from Tío JulioAlfonso-Andrés-Cunshi is mirrored in the attitude that Mr. Chapy takes with Alfonso and
his exploitation of the land, rendering Latin America as a brutish and uncivilized place,
much like how Tío Julio and Alfonso think of the indigenous inhabitants of Cuchitambo
and the nearby forests. Furthermore, the connection of the indigenous people to the land
in the novel cannot be overlooked: there are many instances in which Andrés is
connected to the land and Tío Julio states at the beginning of the novel, when speaking to
Alfonso that as long as Alfonso has purchased the land, the indigenous inhabitants who
reside there are also his, which echoes one of the mainstays of the encomienda system.
More importantly, the land in the hands of the priest and Alfonso is used to support their
oppression of indigenous peoples while Mr. Chapy that proclaims how he’ll not only take
the wood from the mountain and then extract oil, thereby bringing death to the land itself
via resource extraction. In other words, while the old economic order under the
encomienda system provided a way for the land to remain mostly untouched because it
was used primarily for farming, the extractivist capitalism not only will bring death to the
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land, but also to the indigenous occupants and the former overseers who no longer
control the land.21
This affective capital flow which permeates Icaza’s novel is also present in
contemporary films that portray indigenous protagonists. In Madeinusa, La teta asustada
and Ixcanul, a similar flow of affect follows the hierarchical structure of capitalism;
however, the ways in which this plays out are different. In Huasipungo, the majority of
the indigenous inhabitants of Cuchitambo are killed by the end of the novel and their
voices can only cry out in echo for their homes. In Madeinusa, La teta asustada, and
Ixcanul, however, the adolescent protagonists mediate the conditions of oppression under
which they find themselves, with little to no support from family or society at large.
Furthermore, by the end of the movies, rather than having onscreen death of the
protagonists, there is an ambiguous tone in which the protagonists find themselves caught
in a moment of transition. In Madeinusa, the film ends with the Madeinusa journeying
towards Lima; in La teta asustada, Fausta is holding a blooming plant; in Ixcanul, María
is being readied for her impending marriage. These stories, it would seem, aren’t
completed yet, however, by ending on this ambiguous note, the spectator is left to
surmise about what will occur after the film ends. Although this might be interesting to
think about, the very fact that the ambiguous ending occurs is in itself a sort of death; in
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I don’t mean to say that extraction of wood and other natural resources didn’t occur

before this point, only that the novel suggests that the encomienda system wasn’t quite as
bad as the current globalized capitalist system described in the novel. And Icaza does
show some sympathy towards the disappearing hacendado class.
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each case, the lack of easy resolutions is what results in the ambiguous ending and the
inability to close the story. I suggest that the ambiguous endings presented are in fact a
way of representing unchanging economic structures that disrupt family life and that in
each case the protagonist is unable to rectify the situation and must problematically
incorporate herself into the liberal capitalist economy which, rather than solving the
problems she faces, is poised as one that will actually repeat those self-same issues.

3.3

Madeinusa: Turning Extractivism on its Head
The film Madeinusa (2006), by director Claudia Llosa, is the story of an

eponymous adolescent girl, Madeinusa—a nominalization in Spanish of the English
“made in USA”—who lives in the rural community of Manayaycuna, seeking to escape
the isolation of her village and travel to the big city, Lima. However, this story isn’t
merely about wanderlust. Her father, the local mayor Don Cayo, plans to take her
virginity during the three days between the death and resurrection of Christ which is the
culmination of the Semana Santa rituals in the indigenous community in which she lives.
However, with the arrival of Salvador, a geologist from Lima, it seems as though her
answers for a way out of this impending violation of her body will no longer take place.
During the Semana Santa procession, Madeinusa offers herself to Salvador for the
promise that he’ll take her to Lima. Even though Salvador initially refuses, he ultimately
accepts the proffered sexual favor and, later, when Madeinusa is being raped by her
father, he watches from a window, a look of horror upon his face. Later, he and
Madeinusa are on their way out of the town when Madeinusa suddenly remembers her
mother’s earrings and upon returning to her house, decides to kill her father with rat
poisoning. Salvador returns to the house and Madeinusa and her sister Chale blame him
112

for their father’s murder. The film ends with Madeinusa riding in a truck, making her
way to Lima.
In the majority of articles written about Madeinusa, the question of the
representation of indigenous peoples is touched upon (Monette 2016; Vilanova 2014;
Palaversich 2013) and the interactions between the city and countryside are also present
(López 2017). And although the question of indigenous representation and the reaction
by Peruvian spectators is also taken up (Palaversich 2013), this was only used as a
peripheral point to the main argument. I attempt to bring together the question of
indigenous representation, the presence of an adolescent protagonist, and the national and
international debates into which the film entered post-production. As I have already
argued, the foreign investment, production, and extraction model is present in the film’s
production process, and I add that it also presents itself in the storyline of the film.
The first sequence of Claudia Llosa’s Madeinusa culminates with the
eponymously-named protagonist writing her name over the name “Maribel” which
appears on a page of an old magazine. The woman on the cover of the magazine is a
white, blond woman, holding a young child in her arms. Directly following this,
Madeinusa asks her sister about their mother, however, her sister provides little
information about her. What is most heavily emphasized in these two interactions is
Madeinusa’s yearning for her mother, which is also tied into a desire to leave her small
indigenous community and set out for the city. A juxtaposition is already present in this
opening sequence; the child and mother featured in the magazine are white, middle-class
and/or upper class looking people, representing the imagined perfect mother-child
relationship and by extension the perfect family, while Madeinusa and her sister are
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motherless, which represents their family as “other” and not fitting into the quintessential
neoliberal family paradigm–most notably, there is no mother figure present in contrast to
the magazine. This sequence also shows the material connection that Madeinusa has with
her mother via a small vial of perfume that she sniffs, a set of earrings that were
supposedly her mother’s favorites, and of course the magazine. All of these materials are
also connected to the dreams that Madeinusa has of going to the city and, therefore, to the
center of capitalist consumption. Consequently, not only is Madeinusa’s connection to
her mother an emotional one, in which the protagonist desires deeper maternal
connection, but also a material one, in which the possessions replace the presence of her
mother and the capital center, Lima, is represented as a place in which Madeinusa’s
dreams of maternal reunification may come true.
Juxtaposed to Madeinusa’s desire for reconnection with her mother is the sexual
desire that Madeinusa’s father has for his daughters. It is implied that he plans on taking
Madeinusa’s virginity during the three days between the death and resurrection of Christ,
which in the eyes of the local population is a time in which God can’t see the sins of the
townsfolk. The connection between Madeinusa’s desire for reconnection with her mother
takes on new meaning: the disappearance of the mother, due to her travel to the city to
find a better life for herself, is directly connected to the violence that Madeinusa
experiences at home and at the hands of her father, with the mother, who should be a
protective figure such as the one depicted on the magazine cover, absent. Therefore, the
promise of a better life that her mother wished to attain also destroys the nuclear family
unit and leads to familial separation and domestic violence.
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Ironically, it is also the city and modern society which poses itself as a solution to
Madeinusa’s problematic relationship with her father. Not only does Madeinusa lose her
virginity to Salvador, a visitor from Lima, but when she and her sister kill their father, the
scapegoat is the outsider who ultimately, the spectator is left to believe, will pay the price
for Madeinusa’s and her sister’s sins. During the procession in which Madeinusa plays
the virginal bride to Christ, Madeinusa allows Salvador to ceremoniously take her
virginity in an almost emotionless scene. Considering earlier scenes in which we see
Madeinusa lying in bed with her father, fighting him off, and the alluded to moment in
which Don Cayo will take Madeinusa’s virginity does not occur, Madeinusa’s offer of the
sexual favor to Salvador may be seen as an internalization of the conditions of
objectification under which the relationship she has with her father operates while at the
same time functioning as a way of throwing off his authority as she ultimately chooses
her first sexual partner. While Salvador may seem reluctant to take advantage of the
situation at first glance, he still has sexual intercourse with Madeinusa, which perpetuates
the extractivist logic already present. In retaliation for giving her virginity to another
man, Madeinusa’s father burns all the memorabilia left of her mother and, more
importantly, he breaks the earrings that Madeinusa constantly wears, one of her most
treasured possessions. The destruction of the mother by the father and the subsequent
damage done to both daughters shows how the authoritarian violence that Don Cayo
perpetuates is an intergenerational, gender-marked violence. Furthermore, his anger
comes about due to this inability to extract virginal sex with his daughter, resulting in his
emasculation.
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The symbolic presence of the mother’s earrings is essential to understanding the
many layers to the narrative structure of the film. At the same time that Madeinusa’s
desire for reunification with her mother is represented in the white woman clutching her
blond child, and therefore posited as a future possibility, so too do the beaded earrings
speak to a particular moment, not only of future reunification with the mother and present
remembrance but also the past in which the cheap baubles of empire were offered in
exchange for the lives of indigenous inhabitants of the Americas. Taking these
observations into consideration the earrings and magazine cover show juxtaposed and
equally ephemeral mother figures to which the protagonist clings. Although her desire for
reconnection with her mother seems like a future possibility, the terms upon actual
connection with her mother are always related to the past, via her mother’s old
possessions and memories that Madeinusa is told by her sister, who shows herself to have
an unreliable memory. In other words, Madeinusa’s connection with her mother is nonexistent except for a constant retelling and reimagining of what occurred in the past. The
etching of her name over Maribel in the opening sequence of the film points to how
dreams of being part of a happy, middle/upper class family are also products of a
capitalist system which proposes that these dreams are possible, while at the same time
making them difficult to achieve, especially considering the isolation of the town in
which the protagonist resides. If the mother as reproducer of culture in the Foucauldian
sense exists in the movie via memories and old possessions, then the destruction of the
mother’s items by Madeinusa’s father can be taken to mean that the authoritarian
indigenous patriarchal regime which he represents destroys the connection to and
reproduction of the female’s capacity for reproduction and, considering that many of the
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objects are connected to commerce, capitalism and modernity as well. The syncretistic
ritual in which Catholic and indigenous practices are combined, moreover, shows how
religious practices support authoritarianism, especially considering that it is only the time
between the death and resurrection of Christ in which the narrative unfolds that provides
Don Cayo with the opportunity perform an incestuous act towards his daughter. The
magazines and other memorabilia, after all, are connected to the capitalist metropolis and,
even if they are relics of the past, they still represent the possibility of connection to the
cultural center of Peru, in other words, contemporary society and modernity. Therefore,
it’s not just a violence against women that occurs, but also their capacity for reproducing
capitalist consumers that is symbolically destroyed in Don Cayo’s fire.
In a further twist on the plot, however, Madeinusa turns this objectivist logic on
its head. While she and Salvador are leaving the village to find transportation to Lima,
Madeinusa suddenly remembers her earrings and goes back to find them. When Salvador
shows up to her house to see what’s taking her so long, he finds that she has poisoned her
father and, much to his horror, Madeinusa and Chale frame him for the murder of Don
Cayo. Initially, when Madeinusa traded her body to Salvador for a way out, it seemed as
though the exchange would result in their going to the city together. However, this turn of
events shows that Madeinusa, rather than obeying the extractivist logic, turns it on its
head to imprison the very people who deployed it against her. The systems that both
Salvador and Don Cayo represent–the city and the indigenous village–are rendered
unviable in this last turn of fate, as neither is left untouched.
The ambiguous ending of the film, in which Madeinusa is traveling down the road
towards Lima, then, might be taken to mean that by leaving both the extractivist
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exchange model represented by her sexual encounter with Salvador and the authority of
the rural indigenous village, Madeinusa is in fact paving a path for herself. In this scene,
Madeinusa is wearing her mother’s earrings while also clinging to a doll that,
interestingly, has mostly black hair with a few streaks of blond. When the truck driver
asks her where she’s going, Madeinusa touches the earrings, and states that she’s going to
Lima. While the overturning of the authoritarian regime represented by her father and the
extractivist model represented by Salvador may have been left behind, it would seem as
though Madeinusa is on her way to becoming a capitalist consumer. Therefore, her
journey to Lima at the end of the film may be taken to mean, in broader allegorical terms,
that the only way in which indigenous people may come into being is by becoming part
of consumer capitalism.
The logic of the film, in which Madeinusa’s possibilities for self-actualization are
tied to her becoming a good capitalist consumer is also mirrored in the path the film took
in the film circuit. Madeinusa comes into being as a national artefact primarily because of
its representation of Peru on the international stage. The reaction of national spectators
was unanimous in its rejection of the ways in which indigenous people were portrayed in
the film, with a debate about its representation of indigenous peoples being one of the
main topics of national debates. On the one hand, Victor Vich was concerned with the
portrayal of indigenous people on screen as “magia, irracionalidad y descontrol” and goes
on to explain that he believes this to be one of two representation of indigenous people
on-screen, citing another film, La prueba (2006) directed by Judith Vélez in which the
indigenous people are portrayed as, “sujetos puramente buenos, solidarios, ecológicos,
etc.” which to him remains a simplistic portrayal of indigenous peoples. On the other
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hand, Gustavo Patriau attempts to detach the representation of indigeneity from intention
and states that there are other things that are more interesting within the storyline. These
comments are in line with Jeffrey Middents’s that the film was not made for national
spectators, but an international audience that wants to see certain elements in the films,
including poor and impoverished people fighting systemic oppression, with magical
realism sprinkled in to define the film as Latin American. However, just as one
commentator states that one shouldn’t separate the film from the director’s intent, the
audience’s reaction also cannot be ignored. The representation of Latin America as
indigenous in an onscreen portrayal can be related to debates about Latin America that
have been ongoing for the past century. Primarily, intellectuals such as Borges and
Vasconcelos questioned the existence of a universal identity versus a regional identity
and the magical realism movement and its consequences for Latin American literature
certainly paved the way for a commodification and fetishization of Latin American
onscreen images as well. However, this is just the beginning of the cycle that defined
Magaly Solier’s career and the representation of indigeneity in the international film
circuit. Will the 2009 production La teta asustada be any different?

3.4

La teta asustada: State Terror Under Neoliberalism
La teta asustada follows the protagonist Fausta as she copes with her mother’s

death. Suffering from nosebleeds and remaining convinced that having a potato in her
vagina will keep her safe from attackers in an echo of the trauma caused to rural,
indigenous communities by the Sendero Luminoso guerilla movement, Fausta begins
working for Aida, a singer who is having writer’s block. When Aida realizes Fausta can
not only sing, but is a gifted song writer, she trades the pearls from a broken necklace to
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Fausta in exchange for her singing. However, once Aida performs the song at the Gran
Teatro Nacional to much applause and on the ride home, rather than ensuring that Fausta
gets to her uncle’s house safely, Aida leaves her on the side of the street. Later, Fausta
attends a wedding and while sleeping, her uncle surprises her and she gets up and runs
away, ending up at Aida’s house and with the help of Noe, the gardener with whom she’s
become friends, Fausta finally has an operation to remove the potato from her vagina.
Fausta finally takes her mother to the ocean and gives her a burial at sea and when she
returns home, a present from Noe in the form of a blooming flower.
Although La teta asustada has been studied in terms of post-memory and trauma
(Lillo 2011; Varas 2012; Albites and Gomez 2015; Rojas 2017) and the representation of
indigeneity in the film (D’Argenio 2013; Middents 2013), the only person to have
touched upon the representation of indigeneity and its contextual relationship to the film
festival circuit is Jeffrey Middents. Furthermore, the reaction of the Peruvian public to
the film has not been discussed, which I think provides an opening into understanding the
national and international players in the production and reception of the film. Riding off
the mostly poor reception in Lima by Llosa’s previous film Madeinusa (2006), many
commentators were pessimistic about La teta asustada (2009) before having the
opportunity to see it. However, its prestige in international film circuits, specifically that
brought by the Golden Bear award it won at the Berlinale film festival, is what appeared
in the blogosphere as the prominent reason many Peruvians wished to see the movie. In
other words, the prestige won abroad is what, in a first move, made national spectators
interested in viewing the film. The final culmination of this acceptance of the film into
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the national body politic, and by extension indigenous culture, has been the successful
career of Magaly Solier and the revalorization of indigenous languages in Peru.
The extractivist logic present in the main storyline, in which Aida steals Fausta’s
song and portrays it as her own, is juxtaposed to the job that Fausta’s uncle, with whom
she lives, performs. The family business is weddings and dispersed between the scenes of
Fausta’s struggle to deal with her mother’s death and the subsequent trauma caused by it,
as well as the intergenerational trauma of her mother’s rape are scenes of happiness and
familial bliss as indigenously-marked couples and their families celebrate the prosperity
that will come from the unions. The microcosm of the indigenous community, in which
the indigenous peoples take care of themselves and have formed their own alternative
economy provides a space for people of similar traditions and backgrounds to associate
with each other and it’s clear that the wedding business does well as the suitor to Fausta’s
cousin Máxima asks her father for a little help to pay for the wedding. The takeaway
from this juxtaposition is not only that Fausta’s clinging to the trauma of her mother’s
rape is anachronistic, but also that the rest of her community has seemingly moved
beyond the traumatic past to engage in present familial bliss. In other words, the trauma
induced by the armed confrontation between Sendero Luminoso and the Peruvian state is
no longer a present concern and the presence of her mother’s cadaver throughout the film
in addition to the potato that Fausta carries in her vagina indicate that clinging to this past
trauma is harmful to herself and the community.
The relationship between the extraction of Fausta’s creativity by Aida and
Fausta’s family providing services for their own community not only showcases how
Fausta’s incapacity to let go of past trauma affects her, but also illuminates a path
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towards reconciling the past and moving on. The unequal relationship between Aida and
Fausta as employer and employee which is highlighted in the offer of pearls in exchange
for music once again showcases the extractivist logic that will continually permeate the
unequal relationship between the two women and, more broadly, the relationship between
the indigenous community that Fausta represents and the European and national elites
represented by Aida and her son. This relationship is demonstrated to be always based on
unequal power dynamics in which Aida and the group of people she represents will
always hold the upper hand socially, economically and culturally. Fausta’s singing, which
is initially connected to her mother–in the opening sequence of the film, Fausta’s mother
sings about her rape and the murder of her husband before passing away also represents
the trauma that Fausta’s mother endured which is passed down to Fausta and then, in a
cruel extraction of that sorrow, used by Aida to gain the accolades of the upper-class
audience for which she performs. In other words, Aida’s prestige is based on a
fetishization of indigenous suffering. What we might conclude from this is that Aida’s
appropriation of indigenous culture and suffering to bring prestige to herself is mirrored
on the international stage in which tales of indigenous suffering are those which bring
accolades to upper-class filmmakers.
However, the indigenous community which produces and consumes within its
own sphere is shown as one that thrives outside the spheres of control of the powerful
upper class of Peru. If we take this to an allegorical level, the conclusion would be that
the community which produces and consumes on its own terms is a community in which
healthy relationships can be established, and we see this represented on screen in the
marriage festivities that take place within the indigenous community as well as other
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scenes of celebration within the community. However, these communities are also shown
as separate from the upper-class Peruvian sphere—they live in a different part of Lima,
Fausta is only permitted into Aida’s living space when requested by a bell and even
though Fausta is let in, there is a physical barrier which separates Aida’s house and
property from the rest of the city. Aida’s isolation from the community underscores the
divisions that exist within Peruvian society as well as between the cultural production
that occurs within the communities represented on-screen. While indigeneity is fetichized
on stage in the setting of national spectacle, the indigeneity represented there is not
congruent with the lived reality represented on-screen by Fausta’s family and serves to
reinforce the traumatic separation between the two women and the factions of Peruvian
society they both represent.
In a second movement, the reaction of national spectators to La teta asustada
came mostly via its inclusion in the Berlinale film festival and subsequent awarding of
the Golden Bear prize to the film. Furthermore, the film was also selected for the Oscar
for Best Foreign Film in 2009. Together, these awards brought prestige to Peru and many
bloggers commented on this and saw the bestowing of the Golden Bear on the film in a
positive light, as a way of attaining international recognition for Peru. However, there
were dissenters, with many noting that there was an incorrect assumption that Fausta’s
mother was raped by the Sendero Luminoso forces, others finding the film too politically
correct, and even one commentator’s connecting the spectacle of Peruvian indigenous
people appearing in films meant for international consumption to the mining and tourist
industry. An example of the dialogue that took place in the blogosphere can be found at
pueblovruto.blogspot.com, in which the anonymous blogger writes that La teta asustada
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represents the type of films that should be made in Peru as it attempts to deal with some
of the issues of post-trauma, and goes on to state that this type of film should be made for
national audiences. The author concludes by congratulating Claudia Llosa and Magaly
Solier for their success in the film. However, a commentator on the blog, Alfredo P.,
reminds the author of the blog that the work of fiction is not a documentary and goes on
to state that he thinks the formula used in creating the film was one that would garner the
awards it won, specifically stating that, “un poquito de exotismo, una cucharadita de
miseria, dos tazitas de denuncia política cocinarse a fuego lento de multiculturalismo y
posturas progres y obtendrás como resultado una película de culto para los jurados de este
tipo de festivales.” Rather than take the film at face value, then, it seems as though the
public was divided about the film’s reception abroad and what this meant in terms of
indigenous representation and more broadly, the politics of representation of Peru.
A culminating moment in Magaly Solier’s success as a singer and actress is her
performance as part of a benefit concert at the 2017 LASA convention, where she sang
alongside Perú Negro, Bareto, and Cecilia Bracamonte. The performance ironically took
place at the Gran Teatro Nacional, the same place in which Aida gave her performance in
La teta asustada. The benefit concert given on April 29 was aimed at raising funds for
short-term grants established to provide travel relief to graduate students and young
scholars in Latin America. Add to this the fact that LASA has only been held in a landbound Latin American country four times in the 51 years its annual conferences have
been held and only a total of nine times has the conference been held outside of the
United States, and one might think that the United States as center of knowledge
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production of Latin America is a given.22 Does the appearance of Magaly Solier on stage
mean that she has claimed self-actualization for herself, and by extension, for indigenous
peoples in the capitalist market? Or is her success simply echoing the capitalist
extractivism that dictates integration into the system as the only way by which to be an
actualized subject?

3.5

Ixcanul: Extractivism in Guatemalan Film
As one of only two internationally recognized films from Guatemala, the 2015

film Ixcanul follows the steps of its predecessor, Gregory Nava’s El Norte (1983), in
representing a narrative based within the indigenous community. In the narrative of
Ixcanul, we find many of the same actors and aspects of extractivist economics at play.
María attempts to navigate her situation and, although she has a close connection with her
mother, her father often laments that she wasn’t a son. Her forced marriage to Ignacio,
the plantation overseer, is mostly a bid to secure her aging parent’s housing situation and
her indigenous boyfriend Pepe renege’s his promise to take her to the U.S., leaving her
pregnant to face her parents and Ignacio alone. The solutions her mother provides to
ending her pregnancy prove futile as María clings to this one last remnant of her idealized
future and, even when she suffers a snake bite, is hospitalized and loses her baby, she
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Including this instance, the conference was held twice in Mexico and once in Brazil. I

would add here that it is well known that Latin American studies came out of a need for
the CIA to collect knowledge on Latin America during the Cold War. This said, it’s still
problematic that the only two places in the Americas in which the LASA conference has
been held that isn’t North America are Puerto Rico and Brazil.
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refuses to give up on the tenuous happiness she may have found in parenting she and
Pepe’s baby, and therefore on a symbolic level, safeguarding the indigenous future. The
coffee plantation and structure under which it operates, in its similarity to the hacienda
system, implicates an historical process that comes to bear on the narrative. The
beginning and end of the film, in a similar close-up shot of María with similar facial
expressions, leaves the viewer on an ambiguous note—María has yet to solidify her union
with Ignacio and has still been unable to locate her baby’s body, implying that the
processes of repression will remain in place in the future and indigenous futurity, as
represented by María, Pepe and her baby, has no place in this narrative as neoliberal
economics rips the indigenous community apart.
The cyclical nature of Ixcanul—with similar opening and closing shots—together
with the ambiguous ending, use of an adolescent protagonist and seemingly timeless
location of the coffee plantation, all point to an unchanging situation in which rural, poor,
indigenous communities are unable to thrive. Her incapacity for forward movement on
her terms and self-actualization may be taken as a point of departure to understanding the
complex historical, economic and social structures at whose mercy the protagonist finds
herself. On the one hand, the social structure in which she finds herself is related to a
process of indigenous vitality extraction, in which her body, with its connection to the
animal and plant life that populate the film, is a bartering chip that is used to maintain her
family’s precarious housing arrangement. On another note, the coffee plantation as
foreground for the story centers its narrative around the replication of death that is
inherent in the capitalist economic system. At the time that Ixcanul came out, coffee rust
threatened coffee production in Guatemala, which is no small ordeal. However, this is not
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the first time that Hemeleia vastatrix has threatened coffee producers; in 1869 the
booming coffee plantations of Sri Lanka were hit with this fungus and by 1886, 90% of
coffee plantations were abandoned.23 In 2015, Guatemala was in the throes of a similar
coffee crisis, in which coffee growers sold cattle and teenagers were dropping out of
school to work for their families in light of the economic struggles produced by the
monoculture industry.24 If we take this in the vein of mono-cultural production in which
lack of genetic variation plus environmental circumstances create the conditions under
which these diseases spread and kill off plants – hot, humid, and windy weather cause the
fungus to spread more quickly and kill plants – then the very process which was life
producing at one point in fact leads to social, political and economic death and not just
decimates crops, but also the families that grow these crops. Therefore, María’s
connection to the land and the coffee plantation implies that the natural process of
capitalism is what will ultimately decimate the indigenous community.
In scene towards the end of the film, María is concerned about her family’s
possible expulsion from their house and, rather than letting her family live in an

23

This NPR article provides an overview of the coffee rust threat in Guatemala:

https://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2018/10/16/649155664/coffee-rust-threatens-latinamerican-crop-150-years-ago-it-wiped-out-an-empire.
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This article in the New York Times has a short video clip in which the coffee bean

farmer Luis Antonio speaks about the devastation brought by the leaf rot:
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/06/business/international/fungus-cripples-coffeeproduction-across-central-america.html.
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ambiguous situation on the road, she attempts a ritual to rid part of the land of snakes so
that she and her family can grow corn—due to her pregnancy, she should drive the snakes
away. However, her attempt is fruitless and she ends up being bitten by a snake and taken
to a hospital in the city where she wakes up without her baby. In this part, we see Ignacio
talking with some doctors, but his conversation with them is held in private and as
spectators, we are unable to penetrate beyond the windowed door where this meeting is
held; María and her family go back to their home to bury the baby but María knows
something isn’t quite right and uncovers a box which, rather than having a baby inside,
has a pile of rocks. When she and her family return to the city to make a claim to the
cops, it is implied that the baby was possibly sold and immediately after they return to
their home again, Ignacio gives a wad of money to María’s father telling him to buy her
something pretty to make her happy. The suspicion of the police officers, coupled with
the money Ignacio gives to María’s father, points to Ignacio’s selling the baby and the
money he provides to María’s father, then, is the selling out of indigenous futurity for
temporary security.
Pepe’s fleeing from economic repression, the selling of María’s baby and María’s
ultimate destiny of marrying Ignacio all point to the extractivist logic that perpetuates
itself on the coffee plantation which hasn’t changed much from the hacienda model of
the past. The coffee plantation’s economic structure, which serves as a mini-cosmos
reflecting the broader neoliberal economic structure in which it operates, rips apart
indigenous communities and families. Pepe’s decision to go to the U.S. indicates that the
coffee plantation’s economic structure is problematic as it operates in an oligarchical
manner and Ignacio keeps the under-class laborers oppressed in their positions of relative
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powerlessness via their continued debt to him for purchases made at the company store.
Furthermore, the overlap of the reference to migration to the U.S. with the seemingly
antiquated hacienda system under which the plantation operates indicates a temporal
overlap indicating an unchanging economic system which perpetuates class division. As a
result, the opening and closing scenes of the protagonist which are practically the same,
indicates that this economic structure will not change, therefore making impossible a
future for indigenous livelihood.
The extractivist logic present in the film is also replicated in the acceptance of
Ixcanul abroad and, most poignantly, in its repatriation. In March of 2016 Coroy
appeared on the cover of Look Magazine, a leading beauty magazine in Guatemala. It
may come as no surprise that María Mercedes Coroy was the first person with indigenous
characteristics to appear on the cover of the magazine. The terms of this appearance are
telling as the cover proclaims it will reveal “La mística detrás de la actriz de Ixcanul” and
“Latinoamérica: una celebración a nuestra tierra en todas sus facetas.” Both of these
statements exoticize the actress and link her to the film in ways that continue the
extraction of indigenous vitality that was the central focus of the film. Her appearance is
again codified by her connection to the “tierra” or “land” and we see her emerging from
the rainforest to be discovered in a repetition of the colonial encounter, her indigenous
dress and position amongst plant life emphasizing her otherness. Although this could be
taken as a way of imagining her relative obscurity before achieving success due to her
appearance in Ixcanul, her appearance on the cover, rather than acting as a way of
bringing her into modernity, places her back in the same static place of obscurity from
which she and the indigenous peoples she represents came. Furthermore, just over a year
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later, Look Magazine featured Francesca Kennedy, a designer of U.S. and Guatemalan
heritage who grew up in Pennsylvania, on its cover, surrounded by indigenous artisans.25
The cover proclaims, “Cambiando Guatemala a través de la moda artesanal,” which
reflects the same extractivism of indigenous culture and customs that is represented by
Ixcanul’s acceptance based upon the subjugated position in which María finds herself.
The cover of the magazine, which was also parodied by dissenters, ultimately resulted in
the magazine providing an explanation that the cover was meant to bring to light the
cooperation of foreign designer Francesca Kennedy with local Guatemalan women in a
line of clothing that, according to the website for IX Style, gives 15% of each purchase to
providing water filters to Guatemalan children.26 The representation of Coroy and
designer on the magazine further demonstrates the social divides that continue to exist in
Guatemala contemporarily, while also continuing the cycle of extractivist logic that
undergirds neoliberalism’s consumer ideology. With purchasing power equating social
justice, a mere 15% of proceeds go to providing water filters for children who are most
likely living in rural and impoverished communities. According to an investigative article
by Antonia Pérez Bravo of Medium Magazine, not only is water contamination in
Guatemala a major problem, but the majority of polluted water comes from agricultural
runoff and domestic wastewater, which in turn goes back to agricultural production and
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The magazine cover in which Francesca Kennedy appears:

https://republica.gt/2017/07/05/look-magazine-cambiara-su-portada/.
26

To view the products available for purchase under Francesca Kennedy’s line-up, visit

the following website: https://www.ix-style.com/.
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modernization processes—and we can’t forget that 40% of Guatemalan agricultural
exports is from the coffee crop—as the process which produces the necessity for the
water filters in the first place. In other words, the consumption of indigenous artefacts by
white, middle-class consumers furthers the notion that consumption will pave the way for
alleviating the damages done to impoverished communities by neoliberal extractivist
processes. The incorporation of indigenous artefacts into dominant cultures of
consumption, even with the express desire to “give back” to impoverished communities,
does not result in the glorious ending imagined but rather recreates a cycle of dependence
and oppression that this consumption culture is supposedly poised to destroy.
Ixcanul is representative of neoliberal extractivism which shows up not only in
the film’s diegesis but also in its post-production life. The cyclical nature of extractivist
repression of the indigenous female body in Ixcanul, as represented in the protagonists’
journey in the film, is repeated in the post-production process of acceptance of the tale of
indigenous suffering in the film festival circuit and the representation of Coroy in Look
Magazine. Even as Coroy’s image is a form of prestige for Guatemala, this prestige is
only based upon Coroy always already being subjugated and therefore, even as she
becomes the face of Guatemala, she is only accepted as an already defeated subject
whose sole purpose is to represent diversity and equanimity in a country that remains torn
along race and class distinctions.

3.6

Cinematic Production, Consumption, and the Debt-Based Economy in Latin
America
In each film shown, an extractivist logic permeates the storyline. In both Ixcanul

and Madeinusa, the endings suggest one path towards self-actualization for the
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protagonists and by extension the indigenous communities they represent: assimilation in
to the dominant economic and social model, eschewing their identities as indigenous
people to form part of the system of oppression. In Ixcanul, the spectator is left to assume
that this assimilation will occur with María’s marriage to Ignacio while in Madeinusa the
protagonists travel to Lima is indicative of her integration into and assimilation of liberal
capitalist consumerism to become self-actualized. In La teta asustada, the ending
indicates that letting go of past trauma and tending to the present moment will help the
protagonist flourish. However, in each of these endings, the problematic relationships of
power and damage to the indigenous community remain unresolved in ways that are
satisfactory. While Madeinusa is able to escape the rural village she grew up in, her
freedom only comes at violence to others, indicating that the path towards freedom,
rather than one which is made in peace and harmony with others, involves bloodshed and
violence. Moreover, her implied assimilation as a consumer places self-actualization of
the individual within her capacity to be a good consumer. María’s impending marriage to
Ignacio indicates that she will be subjugated to a position of relative powerlessness once
she’s incorporated into the lowest rung of the system of power in Guatemala, indicating
that the protagonist’s capacity for self-expression will remain repressed, much like what
might be expected of Guatemala’s indigenous communities which still remain outside of
the cultural center imaginary in the country. And while La teta asustada may have a
happy ending, it problematically casts off trauma to provide as a resolution a capitalist
enterprise based around indigenous production and consumption that mirrors liberal
capitalist economic production.

132

In terms of national and international production, then, the use of external funds
to support and propagate images of Latin America meant for consumption outside of
Latin America reproduces the same dynamics that are produced by the debt-based
economy. Much like how countries cyclical debt in which many countries find
themselves, so too does the Latin American film industry have to be propped up by
outside funding sources. We can consider the foreign investment, production and
extraction model in terms of Latin American cinematic production a stop-gap measure
aimed at providing funds to countries that have been impoverished by the foreign
investment, production and extractivist economic model that marks Latin America’s
place in the global economy. The very economic policies that rely on extraction of raw
materials from Latin America to feed the global economy also create the conditions under
which national cinematic production is unable to thrive. What economists note in regard
to Latin America’s independence on foreign markets and not enough reliance on national
consumers holds true in terms of cinematic productions as well. What comes out in the
films – a message that integration into the consumerist capital model is the only form of
self-actualization for the protagonists – allegorically represents how Latin America itself
should become a self-actualized region of the globe due to its integration into the
capitalist market paradigm, yet it would seem that, just like the protagonists of the film,
the always already subjugation of Latin America, its cultural production and resources,
are the conditions under which Latin America has been integrated into the world market.

133

CHAPTER 4. Inhospitable Territory: Migratory Journeys and the Promised Land
4.1

Immigration, Violence, and Politico-Economic Ties Between Central America and
the U.S.
At the beginning of the PBS documentary Immigration Battle (2015), Luis

Gutiérrez, then Democratic House Representative to Iowa, accompanies youngsters who
speak in favor of passing the DREAM Act, or Development, Relief, and Education for
Alien Minors which Gutiérrez introduced to the U.S. House of Representatives in April
of 2001. The DREAM Act, initially called the “Immigrant Children’s Educational
Advancement and Dropout Prevention Act of 2001” had three purposes:
1. To provide opportunity to certain alien children who were brought to the
United States at a young age and have since been acculturated in the United States
to adjust their status to lawful permanent residency and become contributing
members of the United States society;
2. to restore to each State the flexibility to provide in-State tuition to all children
residing in the State, including undocumented alien children; and
3. to permit and encourage alien children who were brought to the United States
at a young age and have been educated in United States elementary and secondary
schools to continue their education through high school graduation and into
college. (H.R. 1582 – 107th Congress)
The initial version of the DREAM Act, as it became called through its many
permutations, was initiated to provide an educational path for young people and
ultimately provide them the ability to work as lawful permanent residency would allow
them to integrate more fully into the U.S. social, political, and economic spheres. The
wording of the bill creates a story of family unity, with children being brought to the
United States under the care of their parents or other guardians. However, family unity is
far from the reality migrant families face.
In Immigration Battle (2015), Representative Gutiérrez reads aloud a letter
written to him from Ariana Vivas, a 9-year-old who says, “I wish my dad is here. I want
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to hug him and kiss him. Father’s Day is coming and my dad is not here, so I could not
give him a card. I need my dad so we can go to the park like we used to go before and
celebrate birthdays. We need immigration reform now to keep families together.” Family
separation, one of the major issues that has plagued the cases of unaccompanied minors
to the U.S., thus makes its way into this note from a young girl, just as it has been a
thematic axis of migrant-centered literary and cinematic texts of the past decade. I see a
recurrent tripartite structure in this migrant family separation: first, family separation in
the home country as a result of U.S. to Latin America political and economic ties aimed
at “rebellious” populations; second, resultant violence which leads to migration from
Latin America to the U.S.; and third, U.S. policies of deportation which result in family
separation in which family members are deported to countries in Latin America. For the
purposes of my analysis, I will focus on the relationships between the U.S. and Central
American countries, with special attention given to Honduras, El Salvador, and
Guatemala. Within this matrix of family separation, policies aimed at racial minorities
both in the U.S. and in Central America may explain, in part, the modes of violence
which result in family separation.
A historical analysis provides a more thorough understanding of family separation
and how this is connected to liberal capitalist socio-economic structures and the pursuit
of the so-called American Dream. A brief overview of the first half of the 20th century in
regard to U.S. economic ties with Latin America provides a backdrop to the 1980s, a
point in which family separation and violence towards non-normative families reaches a
critical peak. Specifically in the region of Central America, which is the region of interest
for this chapter, an evolution occurred from the early 20th century to the late 20th century
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and early 21st century, with multi-national corporations being the primary instigators of
violence towards working populations from the 19th century to the post-World War II
U.S.-backed authoritarian regimes which wrought even more havoc upon less powerful
groups, especially impoverished and indigenous populations. After World War II, the
influence of the United States became greater with such CIA operations as Operation
Condor and PBSUCCESS marking its attempts to fight communism; however, many of
the so-called battles against communism were in fact supported by multinational
corporations. Considering that the 1980s and the U.S.-backed authoritarian regimes are
those which have been noted as the most violent, this decade is most critical to
understanding current forms of family separation as they continue to occur to
disempowered populations both in the U.S. and in Latin American countries. Ultimately,
family separation transpires due to material circumstances of violence and poverty which
create the need for migration from Latin America, and even more so from those countries
with the closest geographical and economic ties to the U.S.: Mexico, Guatemala,
Honduras, and El Salvador. Even as the U.S. perpetuates violence by funding state
military forces which kill citizens in the name of defending democracy against
communism, the same violated citizenry looks to the U.S. as a safe harbor in which they
may find refuge from the violence they face, with better educational and work
opportunities awaiting them. In other words, we might consider that, in the aggregate,
what the U.S. exports is violence and hope—violence in the monetary ties to militarized
regimes, and hope in the form of cultural productions, such as magazines, film, and other
media, that provide a sense of the improved life one might achieve upon migration to and
incorporation into the United States social fabric.
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El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras have similar economic and cultural ties to
the U.S. From the 19th century forward, multinational corporations worked with state
governments to establish banana and coffee plantations owned by U.S. multinationals,
which assumed, in large part, the cost of increasing infrastructure. This reliance on
multinational companies resulted in these countries being dependent on the United States
for financial and military aid. At the beginning of the 20th century, U.S. banana interests
owned most of Central America’s arable land, with banking and mining sectors of the
country soon falling under the influence of the U.S., creating a dependent ruling class
which looked to Washington for support (The Conversation, 2018). While foreign
companies such as the UFC (now Chiquita Brands) established a monopoly on
agribusiness, other recent forms of violence have also been exported from the U.S. to
Central America. In light of World War II and the Cold War, which may be understood
as a war on communism, U.S. interests in Latin America evolved, at least superficially,
from being completely tied to economic preoccupations to becoming a matter of
defending democracy against communism. The propaganda machine that epitomizes this
point is that which was used during the 1954 coup d’état in Guatemala, in which Edward
Bernays “[l]aid down a PR barrage that sent correspondents from Time, Newsweek, the
New York Times and Chicago Tribune to report on Communist activities in Guatemala”
(Cullather, 10). This provided opportunities to shape public opinion against Árbenz,
which Bernays used to shape support for the United Fruit Company. His fake news, the
Middle American Information Bureau, started this endeavor in the late 1940s with the
publication of booklets aimed at increasing the idea of the importance between Middle
America and the United States. According to the booklet, “[e]very American has a
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personal stake in our relations with Middle America,” a term he uses to comprise Mexico,
El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Panama, Cuba, Haiti, and the
Dominican Republic. However, his later booklet, “Middle America, Keystone of
Hemispheric Solidarity,” adds Colombia to the group of countries considered part of
Middle America; thus, the reach of the United Fruit Company is seen in the creation of
hemispheric solidarity and the production of this imaginary unity which, when
understood against the backdrop of multi-national corporations, simply places those
countries considered banana republics as those which are also the most vital to U.S.
interests in the hemisphere.
According to the documentary The Century of the Self (2002), which traces the
legacy of Bernay’s uncle Sigmund Freud in the 20th century—moving from
psychoanalysis and into publicity—not only did Bernays hand select the reporters who
went with him to Guatemala, but also those who the reporters interviewed and workers of
United Fruit Company suspected that an anti-American demonstration was in fact set up
by Bernays. What came of this politico-economic alliance was the overthrow of
democratically elected president Jacobo Árbenz and a resultant 36-year civil war which
lasted from 1960 to 1996. The first few years of the 1980s are generally considered the
worst years of the civil war, as under army general José Efraín Ríos Montt, 400
indigenous communities were destroyed, all under the guise of fighting communism
(Burt and Estrada, 2018). In addition, the Guatemalan report Guatemala, History of
Silence points out that:
The United States demonstrated that it was willing to provide support for strong
military regimes in its backyard. In the case of Guatemala, military assistance was
directed towards reinforcing the national intelligence apparatus and for training
the officer corps in counterinsurgency techniques, key factors which had
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significant bearing on human rights violations during the armed confrontation.
(19)
Interestingly, a declassified C.I.A. intelligence assessment on Ríos Montt, titled
“President Jose Efrain Rios Montt and the Spiritual Rebirth of Guatemala,” suggests that
the influence of Rios Montt’s religious beliefs set him up to not only attempt to fight
guerrilla insurgents associated with communism, but also to fight capitalism in whatever
forms it arose in Guatemala and in fact was against U.S. interventionist strategies in
Guatemala. Even so, Rios Montt was not only educated in the infamous School of the
Americas, but also took a course in counterinsurgency tactics at Fort Gulick in the Canal
Zone, thus laying the basis for the scorched earth campaigns which he used during his
tenure as the head of the Guatemalan state. In other words, it was United States which
provided the educational model upon which the dictator was able to build his strategy of
extermination in Guatemala.
The train of evidence of atrocities in Guatemala is quite clear when following the
path of multinationals, their political influence, and their influence on the general public.
However, the 1980s also marked an extremely difficult decade for other Central
American countries as exportation of violence from the U.S. was made in the name of
fighting the Cold War and, specifically, communist influence in Latin America in
general. Honduras was the ground zero for operations against communist guerrillas in
both Nicaragua and El Salvador, with trainees attending military schools either in
Honduras or the U.S.; Honduras’ notorious Battalion 136 was not only headed by
Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Hernández, a graduate of the International Police
Academy in Washington, but its members were also trained in the United States, as part
of a “C.I.A. program to ‘professionalize’ Honduran security forces” (Manuel and
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Holiday, 1988; New York Times, 1988). The anonymous author of the New York Times
opinion article explains that even though the U.S. training forces suggested using
psychological pressure over physical torture, “Washington’s real interest in police
training stems more from a desire to forge links with security forces than for concern
with enlightened law enforcement” (1988). In an investigative series from 1995, Ginger
Thompson and Gary Cohn relate how Battalion 316 was not only trained by the CIA in
torture techniques, but also how, at the beginning of the 1980s, the Reagan
administration, in full knowledge of what it was doing, made statements to Congress that
were misleading (Cohn and Thompson, 1995).
Similar obscurity was the official response to human rights violations which
occurred in El Salvador during the 1980s; the well-known case of El Mozote exemplifies
not only the forms of violence undergone by innocent communities, but also the official
response of negation by U.S. backers in the face of said violence. What marked the El
Mozote massacre was the cruel way in which families were separated and killed by
armed military forces. Investigative reporter Mark Danner observes that in the 1980s,
soon after the El Mozote massacre, news sources reported widely on the event while
Congress and then president Ronald Reagan insisted that the Salvadoran government and
military forces were making significant efforts to stay in line with international
humanitarian laws. The Atlacatl Brigade, a U.S. trained counterinsurgency special unit of
the Salvadoran army, is said to be responsible for the murders at El Mozote and other
hamlets in the same region as part of a scorched earth campaign. While Reagan denied
the violence perpetrated by El Salvador’s armed forces, the murders continued in El
Mozote and surrounding areas, with eyewitnesses recounting their stories. Rufina Amaya
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Márquez’s account of what occurred at El Mozote in The Massacre at El Mozote
describes how men were separated from their wives and children. The men were
systematically tortured in a nearby church and decapitated; next women were separated
from their children and killed; then the soldiers killed the women. This occurred within
the span of three days (Danner, 1993; Wilkinson, 1992).
Starting in the 1990s, gang violence began taking hold in Central American
countries with the notorious crime syndicate MS-13 rising to the top. The history of MS13 is vital to understanding how forms of violence towards impoverished communities
continues to be a concern for Central America and how that violence is perpetuated via
international ties. While the United States supported the Salvadoran military in providing
financial aid of $6 billion over the course of 12 years, other Salvadorans were migrating
to the US and applying for asylum due to the Salvadoran civil war (D’Haeseleer, 2018).
It is in Los Angeles where MS-13 originates, with the FMLN members trained in combat
and the mara’s skills with small-scale, mostly drug related crime providing a strong basis
for the success of the gang as they were given asylum in the U.S. and made a home in
Los Angeles (Starita, 2009). In the wake of the Rodney King riots of 1992 and the
expansion of Salvadoran street gangs into African American territory in Los Angeles,
MS-13 gang members were deported back to El Salvador, with their time in prison
offering them opportunities to improve their English and make important connections in
the United States before being deported to El Salvador. The Illegal Immigration Reform
and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA), passed under Bill Clinton in 1996, which
criminalized undocumented migration (Macías-Rojas, 2018). Once in El Salvador, the
gang’s main imperatives were to earn money and return to the U.S. From the early 1990s
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to the 2000s, MS-13’s influence grew as they became involved in the drug trade,
spreading to Honduras and Guatemala with their path taking them through Mexico,
where they provided coyote services to undocumented migrants wishing to cross the USMexican border, worked as mules for drug trafficking, and smuggling illicit goods, such
as weapons, across the U.S.-Mexico border (Starita, 2009). According to Douglas Farah
and Kathryn Babinou, MS-13 should be considered a security threat to the U.S. because it
has moved into politics; this facet of the criminal syndicate is seen in their operations in
Honduras where they stopped small-business extortion and allied themselves with
Salvador Nasralla and his anti-U.S. interests political party that lost the elections in 2017
to Juan Hernández (Farah and Babineau, 2018).
In addition to the violence that the U.S. has exported to Central American
countries, a hegemonic cultural presence may also be observed. While the U.S. exported
violence abroad, it also exported hope encapsulated in U.S. cultural products.
Specifically, in the film industry, Hollywood production may be considered a form of
cultural hegemony that stretches to countries which have little state funding to provide an
equivalent film industry in their region. What I touch on in Chapter 2, the necessary
borrowing of funds for production of Latin American films, represents a vacuum left by
colonial and neocolonial extractivist practices which continue to burden Central
American countries. While the International Monetary Fund suggests increasing loans to
those countries facing financial hardship, the austerity measures put in place to pay back
the interest on said loans in fact work against the livelihood of national cultural
production, thus placing individuals, rather than the state, as agents of change and also
onto whom the burden of responsibility is placed. While I am not suggesting that all
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funding should come from the state, a lack of state funding and subsidies in conjunction
with economic agreements made between the U.S. and Central America plus the years
long civil wars which they have endured stifle national industries. Via the images
produced in cultural products exported to Central American countries, especially in the
form of magazines, films, books, and other forms of media, a desire is created in
individuals for the possibility of achieving the same level of comfort as that which is
portrayed in cultural products. This form of cultural hegemony is noted by leading
scholars in film studies and cultural studies. Néstor García Canclini asserts that the
vacuum of national cultural policies in Latin American countries creates the space in
which United States T.V. series and films are able to thrive (2001). Ignacio Sanchez
Prado notes that even as Mexico’s film industry puts out a high number of films per year,
“the underlying problem remains the overwhelming ability of Hollywood films and
distributors to colonize Mexico’s vast market at the expense of the national industry”
(210). The resultant presence of the U.S. in the cultural sphere, regardless of the medium
in which it appears, produces a world of symbols which become equated to success and
wealth.
The violence faced by communities in the wake of Central America’s civil wars,
U.S. state-sponsored violence, and gang warfare results in insecurity for families, and
ultimately in family separation. Family separation and subsequent migration caused by
structural violence has been documented quite thoroughly in literary texts, films, and
periodicals. The testimonio genre quintessentially represented by Rigoberta Menchu’s I,
Rigoberta Menchú (1983) documents what occurred to her community during
Guatemala’s civil war. Juan Pablo Villalobos’s compilation of accounts of young people
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migrating from Central America and Mexico to the U.S., loosely defined as a chronicle,
is heart-wrenching in its detailed accounts of the emotional burden placed upon
individuals as they manage the results of this violence towards their families and
themselves. Yo tuve un sueño: el viaje de los niños centroamericanos a Estados Unidos
commences with a short dialogue between a mother and an immigration agent, in which
the mother, whose children have journeyed to the U.S. and arrived, repeatedly states that
her own mother was killed, in her house, by the local gang in the Guatemalan town she
lived in as she refused to give them money. The accounts close with the story of Abril
who suffered a sexual assault in Honduras and due to continued harassment by her
assailants, migrated to the U.S. Salvadoran poet Javier Zamora’s book of poetry,
Unaccompanied, includes poems that touch on gang violence, the anxiety of migration,
and the separation of families due to migration. Zamora’s poem “Cassette Tape” shows
the anxieties of family separation:
Mamá, you left me.

Papá, you left me.

Abuelos, I left you.

Tías, I left you.

Cousins, I’m here.

Cousins, I left you.

Not only does the layout of the poems on the page create the idea of separation in the
reader, but the separation is two-fold; his mother and father leaving him, and then him
leaving his extended family, as though there is no stop to the violent, intergenerational
familial separations that occur upon migration. What all of these works have in common
is the positionality of the individual subject who embodies the violence to which they
were subjected and single handedly attempts to manage the aftermath of such experiences
through artistic means.
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This individualization of the experiences to which communities are subjected
plays out as well in cinematic texts which have at their core stories of migration from
Latin America. More importantly, by integrating child and adolescent protagonists into
the stories, this suggests that the issues which lead to migration, and which have been
touched upon previously in this chapter, are still affecting individual’s livelihoods in
Latin America. While I will be focusing on El Norte (1983), La jaula de oro (2012), and
Which Way Home (2009), there are a plethora of films which portray migration as
solitary.

4.2

El Norte: Obtaining the American Dream?
The 1983 U.S./U.K. film El Norte, directed by Gregory Nava, has received the

critical accolades of U.S. reviewers and academics alike. Commenting on the film, Roger
Ebert describes how the film “acknowledges all of the political realities of Latin America
and yet resists being a ‘political’ film” (1983). However, what is noticeably absent from
this review is reference to the forces which connect migration from Guatemala to the U.S.
in terms of economics and politics. El Norte was well received and nominated for an
Oscar for Best Writing, Screenplay Written Directly for the Screen and was well-received
by the movie going public. El Norte is also a defining film the 1980s independent film
movement; rather than showing the issues of Latin America via a white, American
protagonist, the film cast Latin Americans in the titular roles, thereby differentiating itself
from other contemporary films such as Missing (1982) and Under Fire (1983). The
movie was so well received, in fact, that it played in movie theaters in Los Angeles and
New York for a year and was mentioned in the presidential debates by then candidates
Ronald Reagan and Walter Mondale (Castillo, 2019).
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The film is divided into three parts, borrowing from the documentary genre in
which intertitles are used to introduce each section of the film. The first section, titled
Arturo Xuncax, provides the backdrop for the rest of the film. Brother and sister Enrique
and Rosa find themselves suddenly parentless when their father, Arturo Xuncax, is killed
as he and other farm workers attempt to organize a union for workers on the Guatemalan
plantation in which they work. The army proceeds to take away their mother, and
Enrique, having killed one of the soldiers, is marked for death, so he and Rosa decide to
migrate to the U.S. The second part, El Coyote, follows the adolescents as they travel
from Guatemala to the U.S., eventually making their way to the U.S. through sewage
pipes in which Rosa is bitten by rats. In the third section of the film, El Norte, the
difficult struggles Enrique and Rosa face as they acclimate to their new environment in
Los Angeles is the central focus of this last part of the film. While Enrique has relative
success in his job, and both learn English quickly, Rosa’s transition to the US is harder,
in part due to the technologies she’s unaccustomed to and in part due to having come
down with typhoid. The film ends soon after Rosa’s death, with Enrique, having made
the decision to accompany Rosa in her dying moments, losing out on a high paying job in
Chicago. Either way, it seems, the siblings would have been separated, thus leading to a
complete dispersion and separation of the family unit.
What the film ties together are the issues inherent in the neoliberal capitalist
economic system, which works upon a basis of family separation to bring about the
alienation of members from their communities while providing economic capital as a
replacement for loving connections. The first part of the film shows how family
separation leads to the departure for the U.S.; the second part of the film provides a sense
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of how Rosa and Enrique manage their grief while finding their way to the U.S.; the third
part shows that, even though they have left Guatemala behind, the same issues continue
to haunt Rosa and Enrique’s lives in the US. Intersectionally marked by race, class, and
gender, the youth of the film represent what we might consider the non-movement, or
circularity, of the neoliberal capitalist economic paradigm; in other ways, the film’s
action suggests that money is a replacement for affective connections.
In “Part 1: Arturo Xuncax” Rosa and Enrique live comfortably with their parents
in a small town marked by its indigenous inhabitants, where Enrique and his father work
on the coffee plantation and Rosa and her mother tend to the home. However, Arturo,
Rosa and Enrique’s father, proceeds to meet with other indigenous workers who are
interested in building a union. Unbeknownst to the group, another indigenous worker
ratted them out to the overseer and the army lies in wait for the men to meet up before
proceeding to shoot them all to death; the only one who fights back is Arturo who is
beheaded. Enrique wakes up in the early morning to go looking for his father and finds
his head hanging from a tree and when attacked by the now conscious soldier his father
knocked out, proceeds to kill the soldier with his machete. Meanwhile, the army has gone
to their village and taken their mother and other older women captive, leaving Rosa in the
hands of their friend who also happens to be a maid to the plantation owner. The maid
gives Rosa some money to help with she and Enrique’s journey north while Enrique asks
for help from Don Ramón, an older man who migrated to and worked in Mexico before
returning to Guatemala. Rosa and Enrique the proceed on their journey to Mexico.
The instance in which the indigenous community member sells out the other
indigenous laborers for money suggests that community ties are replaceable with money.
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However, the moment in which the indigenous laborer takes the money, his interaction
with the foreman indicates that the man knows his life is at stake if he doesn’t tell the
foreman where the union group is meeting. To save himself, he takes the money;
however, by taking this money, he has eschewed the possibility for his community to
earn better wages and have better protections under the neoliberal capitalist economy in
which they must thrive. His preservation of his own life over that of his fellow workers
implies that it is indeed the individual, rather than the community, whose preservation is
required. Specifically, the survival of neoliberal capitalist enterprise relies on the
individual who is willing to act in complicity with the forces of oppression.
The life the two siblings lead in Guatemala is contrasted to the relative luxury
they find in the Better Homes and Gardens magazines which feature what life is like in a
middle-class US home. In addition, Josefita, brings stories of the luxuries of upper-class
life to Rosa and Enrique. When she states that people can urinate in style because even
the poorest people have their own toilets—as well as cars—she’s making a connection
between everyday life and wealth. In other words, machines and technology make life
easier. However, when Enrique and Rosa go to the US, they find that life is not as easy as
they imagined. Neither of them has a vehicle and therefore must rely on others to help
them out. In addition, although the toilet is a machine that makes their lives easier, the
washing machine that Rosa is confronted with when working as a housekeeper for an
upper middle-class woman proves to be too difficult. While most of this may be due to
the language barrier, there’s also the issue of the knobs and buttons that Rosa must
choose from to wash the clothes differently. In other words, while certain forms of
technology make life easier, others make it much more difficult. Rosa’s
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misunderstanding of how to do laundry with a washing machine leads her to wash the
clothes by hand, to which the woman she’s working for says she just can’t stand the idea
of Rosa putting so much effort into washing her clothes.
In addition to the difficulties with technology that Rosa and Enrique face in the
US, they both seem unable to escape their destiny. A similar situation to that of Enrique’s
dad and the other pro-union indigenous workers occurs while Enrique is at his job.
Enrique and an undocumented Mexican migrant, Jorge, are working at a restaurant with
Carlos, the bus boy and Mexican American. While Enrique improves his English and
eventually is given a promotion, Carlos becomes envious of him and calls immigration
services who then go to the restaurant to pick up both Enrique and Jorge. Fortunately for
both Enrique and Jorge, they are able to escape. This traitorous act, which Jorge classifies
as Carlos’s way of protecting himself and getting promoted, is reminiscent of what occurs
to Enrique’s father in Guatemala. In each case, an insider provides information regarding
the whereabouts of a subversive group of people who are outside the protection of the
law. While in Guatemala the act ends in murder, in the U.S. it simply ends with Enrique
and Jorge going to a bar and having a beer. The murderous actions that occur in
Guatemala, however, may be a foreshadowing of events to come in the United States.
With the film ending on a silhouette of Arturo Xuncax’s head hanging from a tree, we
might consider that Enrique and those who are in his position are always already dead,
because they are undocumented migrants who exist outside of the legal system.
A gendered division of labor not only occurs in the positions that Enrique and
Rosa take, but also in how Rosa and Enrique deal with the death of their parents and their
escape from Guatemala. While Enrique seems oriented towards making business
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decisions and actively moving things along so that he and Rosa can be safe, Rosa’s
perception is much more spiritual in nature and connects with the divine. On multiple
occasions, unexplained phenomena occur when she’s around—white roses appear in the
forest in Guatemala soon after her father dies and her mother is taken away by the army;
white butterflies and a monarch butterfly appear in the bowl her mother places her silver
necklace in on the family altar. These images, which are magical in nature and connect to
the supernatural, also place Rosa within an epistemology of the supernatural. What this
other worldly appearance suggests is Rosa’s way of understanding the world and its
interconnections is not viable under the neoliberal capitalist economy—represented by
the North—to which she is poised to become part. Her last hallucination or vision is
when she is finally taken over by a fever induced by typhoid. She first sees her mother
making tortillas on the stove in her rented apartment. Her mother notes how complicated
life is in the US due to the need for making money to buy food and pay rent, aspects of
life in the US, notes her mother, that were not made clear to them before travelling to the
US. She then tells Rosa that her father is waiting for her outside. Rosa opens the front
door of her house to find a garden rather than the rest of the apartments she lives near,
she finds a garden. She goes outside and her father shows her a basket of pink, red,
yellow and orange flowers, a variety of roses, carnations, and marigolds, which he has
made for her. In a medium shot, Rosa’s face betrays her emotions as she looks at the
flowers, a mix of happiness and sadness playing upon her fact until she looks at them
again and a cut to a close-up of the flowers shows a dead fish laying upon the flowers.
The scene cuts again to Rosa’s face, now with a look of confusion after which the scene
cuts to a close-up of her father, still serenely looking at her with a half-smile playing
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upon his lips. Another cut shows an extreme close-up shot of the fish before cutting to a
close-up of Rosa’s sweat drenched face and cutting to her falling down while on the job
vacuuming the house she works in as a maid.
The connection Rosa has to her parents exhibits a form of connection to the past
which she is no longer able to inhabit. While Enrique, by all appearances, has moved on
and is able to incorporate himself into the neoliberal capitalist economy as a laborer,
Rosa’s mindset portrays her inability to do so. My reading of this incapacity for mental
connection to the neoliberal capitalist paradigm rests upon the emotional connections
Rosa has with her family and social possibilities in Guatemala—her father died, her
mother was taken by the army and she had to leave the possibility of her future with her
boyfriend behind. In addition, her mental space seems to be formed by an understanding
of the world that is not capitalist, liberal or even scientific in nature. Her experiences with
the supernatural point towards an understanding of her environment and the world at
large as one that is contrasted and in conflict with the secular environment in which she
must be incorporated under the neoliberal capitalist paradigm. Rosa’s thinking is one that
is outside the system of meaning and therefore cannot be restricted by the rules of liberal
rationality which pervades neoliberal capitalism’s ideological apparatus. The magical
moments, and specifically the moments in which Rosa sees her mother and father, might
be considered a form of family connectivity that is not permitted under neoliberal
capitalism in the sense that she is able to continue to be present with them beyond their
physical deaths. While her visions may also allude to her impending death at the hands of
typhoid—a disease that is connected to civilization and thus neoliberal capitalism—this
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also denotes that the economic system is diseased and poised to kill those who are
unaware of how to handle its deathly attributes.
Familial connection is also what ultimately keeps Enrique from succeeding as a
foreman and making his way up in the migrant labor sector. While Enrique is poised to
take a job as a foreman out of state and to leave Rosa behind, he decides not to and
instead visits Rosa in the hospital while she’s on her death bed. Enrique makes the
decision to place his familial connection above his prospects for a better job which leads
to a form of social death for him. Rather than acting selfishly and in his own benefit, he
places the affective bond with his sister over material wealth. The end of the movie,
which shows Enrique working shoveling dirt out of ditch followed by the image of his
father’s severed head hanging from a tree, suggests that Enrique’s social death is
inevitable, just as his father’s death in Guatemala was inevitable.
The circularity in the narrative, then, corresponds to a path in which the youth
who are poised to overcome the circumstances that would lead to their death in
Guatemala in fact directs itself towards the incapacity for forward movement beyond the
circumstances of always already social death which the young protagonists are poised to
overthrow. Enrique and Rosa are always already orphaned, as the plight of their parents
and their literal and figurative death is one which is always already depended upon by the
neoliberal capitalist enterprise. Their destitution and incapacity to stay in Guatemala, as
Rosa and Enrique will surely meet the same fate as their parents, is one that is created by
the neoliberal capitalist enterprise. The actions of the indigenous laborer who, in looking
out for himself, becomes a tool of oppression by accepting a bribe speaks to the always
already accepted instance of treachery. While Enrique’s father and his compatriots are
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capable of seeing the larger picture and plight of indigenous laborers, the needs of the
individual are counted upon to counteract those who wish to act upon the behalf of the
community. In much the same way, Enrique is thrust into a similar situation when he is
working in the United States; rather than finding comradery with Carlos, another service
worker, he is marked as other due to his status as an undocumented worker and is
consequentially hunted down by immigration enforcement officers. This treachery is
similar in that Carlos rats out his own people—servers, who also identify as Mexican—
and personally benefits from doing so by getting a promotion, which means better pay.
Again, the exchange of community ties and affective connections for money and power is
what leads Carlos to making the decision to call immigration enforcement.

The circularity experienced within the film is also experienced in different ways
outside of the film’s narrative. El Norte not only received accolades in 1983 when it first
came out, but continues to be considered a masterpiece and was recently inducted into the
prestigious Criterion Collection. In 2019 in celebration of its 35th anniversary, the film
was shown in theaters across the United States, receiving attention from movie goers yet
again. In one interview, Nava says, “It’s wonderful getting all these accolades, and it’s
wonderful having all these awards and having the film revived, but the situation hasn’t
changed in 35 years. The message of the film is more relevant today than when we made
it 35 years ago. When we showed it, people said this movie could have been made
yesterday” (Castillo, 2019). What Nava points out and what the movie going audience
observes is the unchanging situation for populations of Central America who continue to
migrate to the United States. In another interview, Nava insists that he wants to bring the
movie to the White House, sit down with Trump and his wife to watch it and converse
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with them about what they would do in such a situation; he is quick to recognize the need
for compassion towards migrants fleeing Central America (Spanish Newswire Service,
2019). El Norte originally had the effect of assisting in the passage of the Simpson
Mazzoli Immigration Act, or Reagan Amnesty, signed into law in 1986. The law, similar
to DACA, provided legal status to undocumented migrants who entered the U.S. before
January 1, 1982. However, it still remains as to whether future immigration films will
have the same impact.

4.3

La jaula de oro: Circularity and Non-Movement in the Migrant Narrative
La jaula de oro (2012), traces the journey of a group of teenagers as they travel

from Guatemala through Mexico to the United States. During their journey, Juan, Sara,
Samuel, and Chauk attempt passage to the US and must confront a variety of situations.
Unfortunately, Juan is the only one to make it to the US safely; Samuel decides to stay in
Guatemala, Sara is caught by sex traffickers and Chauk is shot by a man with an
automatic rifle upon entry in the US. The narrative begins and ends on similar notes, with
Juan’s US job, picking up the left-over scraps of meat at a meat processing factory,
resembling the work he did in Guatemala, picking items from the trash and selling them
for money. The concluding scene, in which Juan looks up at snow as it falls on his face,
suggests that the movie has in fact been Juan’s memory of his journey to the US. This
note of circularity, as embodied in Juan’s journey, suggests that forward movement is
impossible; the death and disappearance of other characters in the film implicates that
they are always already marked for death, thereby marking the Spanish-speaking male as
the only one who is capable of maintaining the system of meaning in which he is always
already included. La jaula de oro (2013) was the director’s feature length debut, winning
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or being nominated for 37 awards in international film festivals, including the A Certain
Talent award at the Cannes Film Festival in 2013, a Golden Ariel in 2014 for Best
Picture, a Gold Hugo at the Chicago International Film Festival in 2013 and three awards
at the Lima Latin American Film Festival in 2013 for Best First Work, Best
Cinematography and a Critics Award. While the film won many awards abroad, the
director criticized the Hollywood studio Pantelion films for not taking on the project
(Iaconangelo, 2014).

The opening sequence of La jaula de oro shows Juan walking amongst the
squalid shanty town in which he, Sara, and Samuel live. With his shoulders back and
head held high, his posture and stance, in conjunction with the camera in hand technique
used, either following Juan through the shanty town or remaining in front of him, provide
a sense of Juan in his surroundings. The medium shot captures Juan’s rapid movement
through the shanty town, suggesting his relative comfort in the area and the ease with
which he is able to physically navigate the area. The film’s beginning sequence ends on a
shot of a child holding a gun and making shooting noises as Juan turns onto a side street;
the film quickly cuts to a medium close-up shot in which a young boy is held by a
teenage girl, tears showing in the young boy’s eyes. The next scene, the first scene in
which Sara appears, she is in a women’s bathroom, cutting her hair and binding her
breasts before she pulls out a package of birth control pills to take one. This opening
sequence is already suggestive in terms of the journey North and just how it affects those
people who are marked by their gender. Juan’s main concern is with arriving to the US;
however, Sara, as a woman, is much more vulnerable in the journey, thus she must cross
dress and present herself as a male to avoid scrutiny and sexual exploitation.
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After crossing into Mexico, while Samuel, Juan and Sara are resting by a stream,
an indigenous boy, Chauk, joins them. Sara immediately takes a liking to him and
attempts to communicate with him on multiple occasions; however, Juan’s jealousy keeps
him from bonding with Chauk until later in the film. While in a small town in Mexico,
Sara and Samuel perform a play which helps them earn money to eat; Chauk follows
them and when they are eating, Sara offers her provisions to Chauk even as Juan, who
only watched on as Sara and Samuel performed, angrily says he will not share his food
with Chauk. They also go to a photo booth together and take pictures with different
backdrops. Sara and Samuel take a picture holding up a Guatemalan flag in front of an
image of the New York City skyline framed by the US flag as though they have
conquered new soil; Chauk wears a Native American chief’s headdress and necklace in
front of a scene of trees covered in snow; finally Juan sits astride a plastic horse, dressed
completely in a cowboy outfit with a backdrop of a green, luscious forest with a
waterfall. This play scene ends with Juan pointing a fake gold revolver at the camera.
This scene captures the power differentials between Juan and Chauk, which are based
upon Juan’s position as a Spanish speaking mestizo, and Chauk’s incapacity to
understand or speak Spanish due to his ethnic and racial differences. The pictures which
each of the youth take reflect settler colonialism, most notably in the images of Chauk
and Juan for even in the realm of play, Chauk is still marked by indigeneity and Juan, as a
cowboy, is a reminder of the destruction wrought on indigenous groups by whiteidentifying populations. This works as a reminder, then, that Juan, even as he is another
adolescent migrant, remains in a position of power in comparison to his other
companions.
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The journey North proves perilous for the youth as they are almost caught by the
Mexican police on multiple occasions, confront human traffickers, are held for ransom
and even after crossing into the US must deal with gun violence. It is these experiences
which separate the young people. While they are riding on La Bestia, they are stopped at
different moments; even though they are saved the first time by a man who owns a
plantation and are given work with him, the second time they are not so lucky. A group
of human traffickers goes through the group and takes all the women. Sara’s disguise as a
boy proves futile when one of the men discovers her attempt at hiding and she is taken
away along with the other women. Sara’s disappearance at this point of the film provides
a path for Chauk and Juan to grow closer as they one object of affection they had in
common has been taken away from them. Later on, Juan and Chauk are held up by a
Guatemalan man, El Vitamina, near the US-Mexican border and Juan, having come from
the same Zone 3 in Guatemala City, the same place where El Vitamina hails from, is
released. He comes back to save Chauk, paying a ransom for him and being held at gun
point before El Vitamina decides to let them both go. Juan’s power as a Spanish-speaking
Guatemalan is what saves him and Chauk from being killed before reaching the US. The
mention of Zone 3 stands out in this part of the film, as this is one of the most dangerous
areas of Guatemala City. In addition, it shows that being Guatemalan isn’t necessarily a
question of citizenry—it is the specific place of origin that Juan can claim that is his
saving grace. In other words, he has a form of power that he is able to work to his
advantage and one that Chauk lacks due to his outsider status as an indigenous person.
Unfortunately, upon entry into the U.S. after helping a group of men smuggle
drugs through a tunnel, Chauk and Juan are left alone to make the last leg of their journey
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by foot. While crossing through a golden field of wheat, a man with an automatic rifle
shoots at them, killing Chauk. Juan attempts to awaken Chauk, but it’s all to no avail and
he must leave the young man and continue his journey alone. The final sequence of the
film shows Juan in a meat packaging plant, where he is responsible for cleaning up scraps
of meat at the end of the day. After finishing work, he goes outside and looks up at the
snow as it falls on his face. Throughout the film, which is divided into three sections,
shots of snow falling are interspersed, much like intertitles in documentary films. The
images of snow falling at different points throughout the film suggests that the film itself
has been the memory Juan has of his journey to the U.S. A scene in which Juan and
Chauk gaze through the window of a store looking at a wintery replication of a mountain
passage with a train, train tracks, and a tunnel suggests a melancholic memory of the loss
of their traveling companion Sara who was kidnapped soon after the train they were
traveling on passed through a tunnel. Therefore, the train, a symbol of progress and
modernity, is what provides the physical vehicle for escaping circumstances of
impoverishment in their communities. Even though the movement of the train may seem
linear, in that it takes the youngsters from one area to another, its representation of
modernity and movement is void as symbol of progress when taking into account the
circularity of the narrative of the film and the ways in which the train itself signifies death
rather than life.
The title of the film, La jaula de oro, moreover, suggests a lack of movement and
setting a tone for non-movement as a primary concern of the film. The jaula, or cage,
may be considered the ideological apparatus underpinning the characters’ movements
throughout the film and the oro, or gold, the object to which this thought process is
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attached. Specifically, Juan is concerned with material wealth in that he wears nice
clothing, especially nice boots, and when asked by police where he is from, responds
“sueños de oro.” The suggestion, then, is that the desire for material gain is a restrictive
and harmful desire to which the attachment is placed. This attachment to material gain
may be considered a form of cruel optimism, as defined by Lauren Berlant, in the sense
that obtaining material wealth comes at the cost of the loss of emotional bonds with other
people, which is demonstrated in the disappearances and deaths of Juan’s traveling
companions. In other words, material wealth is more secure than human connection and
as such, Juan’s position as the only survivor of the journey to the U.S. suggests that the
façade of this rise in social mobility in fact is based upon loss in the realm of affective
connections. Can this be said to apply to the documentary genre as well?

4.4

Which Way Home: Family Connectivity and Material Wealth
The 2009 documentary film directed by Rebecca Cammisa follows a group of

adolescents from various parts of Mexico and Central America who attempt passage to
the U.S. Each of the young people has their own story. What stands out are themes of
family separation and togetherness and the hopes for improved material conditions in the
U.S. The so-called “humanization” of the protagonists, in that the conditions under which
the children are suffering and the way in which the documentary plays upon the emotions
of the viewer have been addressed in different ways. Nanci Buiza argues that both Which
Way Home (2009) and Who is Dayani Crystal? (2013) provide a humanizing perspective
on the experiences of migration due to the attention given to the individuals and the
harrowing situations they face rather than contextualizing the migrant stories within a
political and economic framework (2018). In a similar note, Ana Elena Puga argues that
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the films Which Way Home and Under the Same Moon, alongside Enrique’s Journey:
The Story of a Boy’s Dangerous Odyssey to Reunite with His Mother, form part of a
“migrant melodrama” which is based upon what she calls a “political economy of
suffering” (2016). Both perspectives are well within current debates on how films with
children protagonists, and specifically those centered around Latin America, rely on
emotional connections made with the viewer to promote sympathy and/or empathy with
the audience (Podalsky, 2008). However, while this emotional economy is one which is
addressed, other aspects pertaining to the migrant journey and overarching political and
economic elements remain nebulous. Specifically, I argue that reading the films within
the context of the cyclical nature of migration which has formed part of the histories of
Central American countries, specifically Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, and
Mexico, provides a perspective that places the familial separation and aspirations for
improved material circumstances as shown in Which Way Home within an economic and
political context which has remained static from at least the 1980s forward. Within the
context of this chapter, Which Way Home and La jaula de oro provide a sense of the
endemic ravages of capitalism; that the protagonists must travel alone without the
assistance of family members and take it upon themselves to attempt migration suggests
that the individual, rather than the community, is an agent for change and thus the onus of
responsibility for change is placed on the individual.
The opening sequence of Which Way Home provides a view of the dangers faced
by migrants as they attempt passage across the Rio Grande from Mexico to the United
States. A dead body floats in the river and is picked up by border patrol agents on the
U.S. side of the river. A Mexican municipal police officer, Rogelio Ramos, recounts that
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children had been found who, in attempting passage across the river, had also drowned
much like the man who was scooped out of the river; he is then tasked with interviewing
a 13-year-old unaccompanied minor who was picked up from the river on the Mexican
side of the Rio Grande. This and the following sequence in which different shots capture
migrants, mostly male, who are riding the train known as La Bestia, in conjunction with
informational text displayed on screen, establishes an overarching picture of how
migration from Mexico and Central America to the U.S. looks like. While the initial
sequence is shot at the U.S.-Mexican border, a map showing the train’s path through
Mexico from Piedras Negras back to Tapachula, its point of initiation, suggests that the
action is now occurring at the Guatemala-Mexico border. In this way, the film jumps
from an assessment of the broader issues inherent in the migrant journey to an intimate
portrait of young migrants.
When Kevin, a 14-year-old Honduran boy, is initially introduced to the audience,
his statements regarding the U.S. are hardly surprising. He says his dream has always
been to go to the U.S. followed by the observation that most Honduran children dream of
going to the U.S. This dream of traveling to the U.S. by Kevin is immediately followed
by his concerns for his family and specifically his mother, who he states is unable to
make enough money to provide he and his siblings with food; therefore, going to the
United States would resolve the impoverished conditions in which his family lives. His
subsequent phone call with his mother is telling; when Kevin tells his mother that he isn’t
working, she seems surprised and asks him what he’s doing to which he responds that
he’s waiting for the train. While his mother is concerned for his well-being, the fact that
she seems most worried about his work prospects suggests that she, too, wishes that he
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would work and provide for she and her family. Later in the documentary, in an interview
with Kevin’s stepfather, he states that Kevin brings only anxiety to his mother and due to
his lack of assistance places a larger burden on her; however, Kevin sees it differently,
acknowledging that his stepfather doesn’t care for him. In addition, Kevin’s mother
admits that Kevin’s father is theoretically the person upon whom the task of teaching
Kevin a trade would be placed even as Kevin was working shining shoes for about $5 a
day while he lived with his mother. What can be made of this is that Kevin’s value to the
family is one based on material wealth, in which his migration to the U.S. will provide
substantial financial support to his mother even as she presumably receives support from
his stepfather. I consider this confluence of familial connection with monetary gain, and
specifically the need for money as based on affective connections, one that works as a
vehicle to understand the ways in which affection itself is tied to material circumstances.
What I seek to highlight is that Kevin’s relationship to both his mother and stepfather is
one that most strongly exists upon the lines of financial augmentation and reduction
which equivalates the emotional connection both Kevin’s mother and stepfather have for
him. In the last sections of the film when Kevin is shown with his family, neither his
stepfather nor his mother seem emotionally moved by his return; on the contrary, he is
ignored by both and spoken poorly of by his stepfather.
Speaking of the economic and affective advantages and disadvantages of
migration, the grandmother of Juan Carlos, one of the youths whom the documentary
follows, recounts her own migratory journey. She pays special attention to the idea of
familial bonds and affection, stating on multiple occasions that love between mother and
child is lost when the mother chooses to migrate. When her interviewer asks her if
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migrating to the U.S. was worth it, Gloria states that it wasn’t because “se pierde amor de
la familia.” Yet again, the connection between material wealth and familial bonds arises,
however, in a much different way for the older migrant. This statement places the
question of migration as not only gendered, but also generational, as the older, female
migrant who left her daughter behind is one of the interviewees concerned with familial
love. Her statement regarding losing familial connectivity seems to contradict what Fito,
Kevin, and Yurico have spoken about—for the mother, there is nothing more valuable
than the love she may have had with her family, yet for the youth, migration to the U.S.
signifies the opportunity to have a family as many of theirs are either dysfunctional or
non-existent, especially in the case of parental figures. On the other hand, for the young
men, financial wealth is a form of expressing love and affection to their families by
caring for them.
Even as the overarching narrative of family dysfunction arises in the interviews
with each of the young men, dreams of what the United States must be like are also
crucial to what inspires Kevin and the other boys to migrate to the United States. Kevin’s
dreams and those of his traveling companions of reaching the United States are fueled by
an idealized version of the United States. Kevin imagines the United States as a large city
and, when prompted by a question from Camissa’s film crew, states that he has seen the
cities in movies and wants to see them in person. The place that Kevin wishes most to
visit is, unsurprisingly, the culturally iconic city of Manhattan. Fito, Kevin’s traveling
companion, also comes from a family in which he seems to have no place; his mother,
from what he says in interviews, parties all the time with her new husband and doesn’t
pay much attention to Fito. Fito desires to go to the U.S. to presumably be adopted by a
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woman in there. Juan Carlos also wishes to reach the U.S. to be reunited with his father
who lives in New York City. In other words, even though some of the youth relay that
they want to go to the U.S. to help their families out, their primary narrative is family
unification or attaining the ideal family that they didn’t have growing up. This is
especially emotionally heartbreaking when one takes into account that some of the youth
are older, such as Yurico, a 17-year-old from Mexico who lived on the streets most of his
life and became addicted to drugs; even if Yurico were to enter the United States,
adoption of children his age is practically impossible.
The title of the documentary, Which Way Home, suggests that home is a nonstatic place and that the dreams of the adolescents depicted in the documentary are a
reminder of the violence that occurs in the space in which they grew up. I extend my
analysis to include the homeland, thereby interpreting the dysfunctional families from
which the youth come as a form of structural violence, as defined by Johan Gultang, in
which the U.S. state-sponsored violence in economic and military terms results in the
impoverishment, both emotionally and financially, of the migrant youth. Anne Marie
Fortier’s work on queer migration and homemaking suggests that home is an ideological
concept and defines “homing desires” as “constituted by the desire for a ‘home,’ rather
than surfacing from an already constituted home as ‘there’ or ‘here’. In this sense, home
is produced through the movement of desire” (10). The desires that each youth has in
terms of reaching financial and familial security can be interpreted as desires which
produce movement towards their achievement, in their case, physical movement towards
The North. In terms of how Kevin, Yurico, and other youth portray their desires, not only
for economic success but familial togetherness, I consider their desire for a better home
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and better material circumstances as situated in the U.S. a cruel optimism based on
regimes of happiness as portrayed in U.S. cultural materials which they have consumed. I
take here from Lauren Berlant’s work on cruel optimism, which she states is “a relation
of attachment to compromised conditions of possibility whose realization is discovered to
either be impossible, sheer fantasy, or too possible, and toxic” (33). The North and what
it symbolizes—achieving familial togetherness and financial wealth—is a happy object,
in Sara Ahmed’s terms, however the always already expectation of finding happiness also
creates conditions of unhappiness as the attainability of the American Dream is itself out
of reach for the youth. Ironically, then, the U.S. in its backing of economic exploitation
and military endeavors in Central American countries not only assists in performing
violence against the youth but also, in its cultural material, offers the resolution to
violence to which the youth are exposed.

4.5

Children and the Humanizing Dehumanization of the Migrant Under Neoliberal
Capitalism
Each of the films touched upon in this chapter, along with other texts, are examined

both by academics and the viewing public as supporting a humanizing rhetoric regarding
migration. However, the humanizing rhetoric attached to these films, especially the later
ones, barely extends itself beyond the cinematic text. While examples abound of how
migrants are treated in the media and legal structures in the U.S., the recent cases of
family separation at the U.S.-Mexican border provide insights into just how economic
and legal policies facilitate family separation. According to a memorandum from
Inspector General Joseph V. Cuffari to the Acting Commissioner of the U.S. Customs
and Border Patrol sent in May 2020 the Zero Tolerance Policy instated by the Trump
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Administration would separate children from their parents if they cross the U.S./Mexican
border illegally as minor children “cannot be held in criminal custody with an adult” (3).
While this memorandum addresses the Zero Tolerance Policy instated by the Trump
Administration in May and June of 2018, family separation at the U.S./Mexican border
was in fact a problem before 2018; the same memorandum references an email sent in
August 2016 which stated that children should be separated from their parents only in the
case that the children were in danger. In fact, the Flores Settlement of 1997 was passed in
response to Ronald Reagan’s detention of all migrants during the 1980s due to the
number of people attempting entry into the U.S. coming from the Caribbean and Central
America. In addition, the U.S. Customs and Border Protection, National Standards on
Transport, Escort, Detention, and Search from October 2015 states the following:
In those instances where a parent or legal guardian and U.S. citizen child must be
separated, social services may need to be contacted to take custody of the child.
CBP should ensure parents have the opportunity to arrange for care of their
children before contacting a social service agency. In those instances where a
parent or legal guardian and a non-U.S. citizen child must be separated, the nonU.S. citizen child will be classified as UAC and will be processed accordingly.
What is interesting in these legal policies is that children who have been separated from
their parents at the U.S./Mexico border were reclassified as Unaccompanied Alien
Children, which created problems in record keeping operations and failed to document
that these children, now reclassified as unaccompanied minors in official databases, were
in fact in the presence of family members, in many cases their parents.
A three-part investigative series from The Daily, a podcast from The New York
Times, titled “Divided” points out many of the issues inherent in these policies. Not only
are children separated from their parents, but the road to familial separation is arduous, as
documented in the second episode of the series in which Caitlin Dickerson interviews
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Nazario Jacinto Carrillo, a migrant from Guatemala who travelled to the U.S. with his
daughter Filomena. Carrillo arrived in the U.S. in May of 2018 and after being separated
from his daughter at the U.S./Mexican border, did not see her again until August of the
same year. The last podcast in the series, in which host Michael Barbaro interviews Julie
Herschfield Davis, the implication is made that family separation was in fact a policy
being considered even under the Obama administration, and, even after Trump
announced the end of the Zero Tolerance Policy, children and parents had to surmount
numerous difficulties in reunifying, as demonstrated by the case of Nazario Jacinto
Carrillo.
Problematically, each of the films proposes that children and adolescents are
embarking on journeys alone simply because they are fleeing Central America due to
poverty with the idea of reaching the American Dream when in fact reasons for migration
are much more complex. I return to the issues of violence to which populations of Central
American countries have been subjected; according to a report from the Washington
Office on Latin America, the major reason that people are fleeing Northern Triangle
countries is not due to the promise of improved material circumstances, but simply
because the region, at the time of the report, had, “higher levels of violence than any
other region in the world not in a state of war” (Isacson, 2016). Not only is violence seen
in the proliferation of gangs such as MS-13 and 18-M and corrupt governmental bodies,
but more recently in the devastating toll that climate change has taken on the area.
U.S. supported state-sponsored violence in Latin America creates the conditions
under which people must migrate. The U.S. in its cultural material—as seen in the films
with name brand clothing, Better Homes and Gardens, and other forms of exporting the
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American Dream—creates what we can call a propaganda machine, if we take into
account Edward Bernays’s position on “Middle America,” which is then poised as the
solution to the violence experienced by populations who have little to no power to change
the structural violence to which they are exposed. While the films portray this conundrum
encapsulated in personal stories, they also provide an intra-American perspective on the
cyclical process which I claim is part of the U.S.’s creation of hegemony in the Western
Sphere as an economic tool of repression. By supporting economic and state regimes that
abuse and neglect those who have little power, the U.S. creates the need for migration
while also scapegoating migrants during difficult economic periods.
Even as the films represent both social and physical death as the outcomes of this
cyclical process of migration and attempt to reach the American Dream, the response to
said films has been that the individual stories humanize the issues migrants face. This is
juxtaposed to the dehumanizing rhetoric surrounding migration in other sources, such as
the news and legislation in the U.S. However, an historical perspective is just as
important as the dramatic storytelling for, as Paulo Freire suggests in Pedagogy of the
Oppressed (1970), the local and universal should be understood in the form of a
continuum—neither can exist outside of the other. A perspective of the universal aspects
which apply to migration from Central America and Mexico suggests that just as much in
the cultural sphere of film making and literature as much as in the political sphere in
which legislation is made and economic practices are backed by the state, specific
patterns arise that cannot be eschewed. Ironically, even as the U.S. has supported
violence towards powerless populations in Central America, it also positions itself as the
ultimate provider of freedom in the marketing of the American Dream to those same
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populations. I consider the American Dream, within this context, a form of cruel
optimism as defined by Lauren Berlant. In addition, I claim that when considering hope
as an emotional response which will ultimately free the individual from the constraints of
their unhappiness, we must also understand that happiness itself is not an end goal to be
achieved and thus, the promise of happiness as enveloped in the American Dream is a
rhetorical strategy created by the U.S. to keep those populations upon which it depends
satisfied with possibilities and the future. Consumerism marks this supposed regime of
happiness, and thus the happy consumer continues to exist in an infrastructure that
increasingly exploits already vulnerable populations while continuing its functioning
based on that same misery.
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Towards an Understanding of the Child in Contemporary Latin American Film
The impact of liberal economic capitalism in Latin America, the continuation of
inequal economic power, and the negative after-effects of politico-economic processes
studied within an historical framework produces the child intersectionally marked by
class, race, and gender in contemporary Latin American films as always already marked
for death. As primary receptor of intergenerational systemic politico-economic violence,
the family may be considered the locus of these processes in cultural productions.
Therefore, the impact of neoliberal capitalism’s destruction of society is most potent
when its full force of destructive capacity ravages the child, a subject who has yet to
attain full capacity for autonomy. The child’s capacity for forward movement is
predetermined by historical processes which always already produce the child as
incapable of reaching adulthood. While the child is representative of the future, the
circular narratives, social death, and physical death of the protagonists embodied in the
child intersectionally marked by race, class, and gender suggests a continuity of forces
which keep these populations incapable of achieving autonomy on their own terms.
Considered in the aggregate, this places Latin America as a region within a narrative in
which autonomy in the politico-economic sphere is incapable of being reached.
In Chapter 1, “Disappearance and Death: Orphanhood in the Capitalist
Metropolis,” I argue that under neoliberal capitalism, a crisis of care arises in which
populations living in poverty accrue forms of emotional debt related to their lack of
economic resources. In the cases of the protagonic youth of the films Pixote: a lei do
mais fraco, La vendedora de rosas, and Huelepega: ley de la calle, a lack of state support
or persecution by state forces, which may be read as a symbolic father, create the violent
170

conditions under which the children eke out a living on the streets of the urban
metropolis. Their desire for a caring mother is juxtaposed to the violent criminal activities
to which they are witnesses. Motherly care is replaced by self-care and the creation of
precarious familial structures on the streets which are also ultimately dissolved by films’
end. I consider the incapacity for forward movement in the emotional sphere, with the
lack of love the protagonists are given resulting in their death in both social and physical
realms, to symbolize the devastating impact of placing the onus of responsibility for care
upon the individual child. In other words, the systemic violence to which the youth in
these films are witness places care upon the individual rather than upon society at large,
thus leading to the material and symbolic death of the protagonists as the only options left
to them are to die or become social outcasts.
In a devastating turn, while the films provided temporary financial relief for the
protagonists, the outcomes for the actors were equivalent to what occurred in the films.
The children and adolescents died, disappeared, or become social outcasts once filming
concluded, with many of the youth dying as a result of street violence in their
communities. The cases of Fernando Ramos da Silva, Lady Tabares, and Jorge Gregorio
Rivas are most exemplary of this societal orphanhood. While each starred in films which
criticized the violent nature of street life for young people, the criticism of the films
yielded few positive results in the outcomes for the youth actors. Fernando Ramos da
Silva’s death at the hands of the police, Lady Tabares’s murder conviction, and the
disappearance of José Gregorio Rivas point to the systemic violence meted out to those
who are already living on the outskirts of society. The violent masculine figures in the
films may be considered the enforcers of a hierarchy that keeps the youth trapped in their
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relative positions of powerlessness. In turn, the desire for a mother figure may be
considered a metaphor for the desire to be accepted into society and thus given the
opportunity to come into their own with all the tools for making this outcome possible at
their disposal.
Chapter Two, “Indigenous Female Adolescence as Neo-colonial Cinematic
Spectacle,” revolves around the problematic representation of the indigenous adolescent
female in contemporary films from Perú and Guatemala, in which prestige is awarded on
a national level based upon the always already subjugation of the protagonists in each
film. While each of the films seeks to address the inescapable conformity with neoliberal
capitalism for the protagonists, this critique loses its potency as it is exported for
international audiences and wins success abroad. This success abroad is translated to
prestige awarded the films in the national body politic even as the suffering of the
adolescent, indigenous female is what brings that prestige to the film and thus the nation.
I argue that the same forms of extraction which are present in the films—when Fausta’s
song is appropriated by her white boss for performance on the national stage,
Madeinusa’s body remaining a bargaining chip for masculine pleasure, and María’s body
being exchanged for her parents’ welfare—are also present in the circulation of the films
in international film circuits and their reception into the national body politic, with
indigeneity being extracted for the sake of prestige for national social and economic
elites. Even as each of the protagonists of the films attempt to find a way out of the
cyclical repressive forces which keep them pinned in positions of relative powerlessness
under new forms of colonialism, the same power differentials represented in each film
remain in play in the films distribution and reception, thus indicating that indigeneity and
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what it represents is intended simply for consumption in the neoliberal capitalist market.
The outcomes for the protagonists—that they will ultimately become part of the
neoliberal capitalist hierarchy—is based upon the inescapable forms of intergenerational
repression which each female bears on her shoulders.
In Chapter 3, “Inhospitable Territory: Migratory Journeys and the Promised
Land,” I discuss the problematic patterns of migration which youth face in El Norte
(1982), Which Way Home (2009), and La jaula de oro (2013). I argue that the humanistic
portrayal of migration is overshadowed by the problematic relationship between affective
and material capital. I suggest that each of the protagonists are sold on the American
Dream while being unaware of the ironic implications of this desire. Material wealth and
the hope for a better future override the affective connections the protagonists of each
film either make during their migratory journeys or already have in place before
attempting to migrate. What the youth in these migratory dramas may be considered are
the orphans of U.S. military and economic policies towards Central America, which have
devastated populations marked by race and class, with rural and indigenous populations
being those to which systemic violence is meted out most. The irony inherent in these
children’s desires is the export of violence from the U.S. which is matched by the hope
exported in its cultural material. On the one hand, it is the U.S. economic and military
presence which causes the need for migration, with the constant threat of war and
violence being in part exported from the U.S. In conjunction with the export of military
violence, a history of the U.S.’s economic presence in Central American countries creates
poverty for populations marked intersectionally by race, age, and class. On the other
hand, cultural productions shape the images youth have of the United States, fueling
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dreams of a better life and a better future. In other words, the military-industrial complex
run by the U.S. and supported by national economic elites in Central America creates the
violence that the market then proposes it is capable of solving in the form of exporting
hope in the form of material wealth and the capacity to attain upward mobility. The youth
of each film take U.S. cultural material such as Hollywood films and Better Homes and
Gardens as their basis for understanding life in the U.S. However, this dream remains out
of reach as the promise upon which it is based is purely rhetorical. The outcomes for the
youth in each film suggest that the same issues in place in their home communities are in
place as well in the United States, thus reaching the territory of the United States results
in no change for the youth.
Bringing these films together to analyze the representation of children and
adolescents in contemporary Latin American film culture allows for a purview of the
problematic structures to which Latin America is tied and how this symbolically makes
its way onto the screen. That Latin America is embodied by a child in so many films,
with those children being marked intersectionally by race, class, gender, and other
characteristics, suggests that in the global cultural arena, Latin America is tied to a
representation which keeps it relegated to always already othered. What I extrapolate
from this is that, as a region, it is upon the very idea that Latin America is a miserable
and destitute area that global political, economic, and cultural forces operate. The cyclical
processes and death that the youth experience in the films suggests that Latin America
cannot come into its own on its own terms. Due to high amounts of debt, many countries
are unable to support social programs and the IMF relegates the unequal distribution of
wealth and primary resources to individual countries without acknowledging that the
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international economic system is based upon inequality and furthers the indebtedness of
Latin American countries to foreign banking institutions. If, as Nancy Fraser notes, that
debt is an instrument by which value is extracted from defenseless populations, the
miserable endings of the youth in these films—either as they continuously face the same
obstacles, become incorporated into neoliberal capitalism based upon their own
subjugation, or die—suggests that the economic debt that Latin America holds makes its
way into forms of cultural debt as well, or a surplus of negative cultural value. This
surplus of negative cultural value arises in the form of miserable stories such as the ones
represented in these films, being those which are awarded on the global cinematic stage,
as the perception of Latin America as miserable and above all incapable of coming into
its own reasserts global inequalities which seek to extract other resources from Latin
America.
While the arguments towards understanding these films in terms of affect are
numerous, what a majority of them leave out is the ways in which the representation of
lonely youth and the sad endings they meet in fact reifies the conditions under which
Latin America is perceived on a global scale. Throughout its history, Latin America has
been revolutionary, not only fighting for the rights of its citizens, but calling out injustice
when this is necessary. The Madres de la Plaza de Mayo fighting for justice for
disappeared loved ones during the Dirty War and the 1968 Tlatelolco Massacre in which
student protestors were fired upon for protesting unfair treatment under the government
of the time are two examples of how Latin American citizens become enraged and fight
for justice and equality. However, the representation of Latin America as a miserable,
sad, lonely child who longs for a mother figure may be connected to an economy of
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affect in which the sad figure in fact divests Latin America of its power in cultural terms.
The New Latin American Cinema films, then, in which the model for cinema was geared
towards a revolutionary purpose in Latin America and attempted to produce a cinema that
focused on bringing the misery of Latin America to the global cinematic stage and
denouncing capitalism in the process, may be said to work against its own interests. In
this context of Latin America’s being represented in a state of misery, Glauber Rocha’s
assertion that “[t]he Latin American neither communicates his real misery to the
“civilized” man nor does the “civilized” man truly comprehend the misery of the Latin
American” underscores that, as a tool of resistance, the representation of misery becomes
incorporated into the representation of Latin America abroad. We see the criticism of
what is often referred to as pornomiseria in 1970s films, such as “Agarrando pueblo,” a
Colombian documentary directed by Luis Ospina and Carlos Mayolo in which the
directors criticize the making of films situated around impoverished Colombian children.
Indeed, the authors claim, “apareció cierto tipo de documental que copiaba
superficialmente los logros y los métodos de este cine independiente hasta deformarlos.
Así, la miseria se convirtió en tema impactante, y por lo tanto, en mercancía fácilmente
vendible, especialmente en el exterior” (1978). They reference this in relation to the film
Gamín (1977) which, while portraying childhood poverty in Colombia, became wellknown and appreciated throughout the European film circuits (Faguet, 2009).
Unfortunately, it is those “miserable” works which are most lauded on the global
cinematic stage and awarded by international audiences, thus reproducing a cyclical
process in which Latin American artists and writers can only reproduce Latin America on
the terms of misery in the global cinematic arena. This miserable representation of Latin
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America is confirmed beyond the cinematic realm and presents itself in other forms on
the global cultural, social, and political stage. This may be seen most strongly in the
politico-economic arena with the exportation of violence from the United States to
Central America in the form of MS-13 and the multiple CIA operations which
undermined socialist reforms to continue structures of inequality which benefit the U.S.
and its economic interests.
I consider the representation of lonely youth in Latin American films as one that
speaks to universal truths under the current globalized financial capitalism in which we
live. On the one hand, what undergirds the narratives of desperation, loss of love, and
incapacity to remove oneself from cyclical processes of repression is an internalization of
these processes, resulting in self-harm that is framed as self-help. What this results in is
the individual making decisions that are proposed as forms of help by the market
economy, such as migrating away from a violent place to another place that is framed as
less violent, the consumption of drugs which dull hunger pangs and provide temporary
mental relief from present emotional burdens without resolving the systemic issues that
led to this in the first place or the incorporation of oneself into the neoliberal capitalist
market upon ones’ always already position of subjugation, which are central themes in
each of the films I analyze. Physical movement from one place to another is not a remedy
to the devastating effects of neoliberal capitalism as the circularity within the migratory
dramas suggest; drug consumption, and the economy surrounding it, result in a
continuation of violence amongst precarious communities in the form of externalized
violence—such as gang warfare—and internalized violence, represented in the
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consumption of drugs. One might conclude, then, that life under neoliberal capitalism is
lonely and miserable for all.
By following the affective bonds in each film, a picture emerges in which the
value of the individual versus the value of material gain takes center stage, with material
gain overriding affective bonds in importance and necessity. In other words, communities
are destroyed for the sake of capital gain and the very precarity that is captured on film is
a representation of the precarious affective bonds that exist under neoliberal capitalism.
Therefore, the desire for a mother or a family, to which the protagonists cling, is one that
reflects the destruction of affective bonding under neoliberal capitalism. What is offered
as a solution to this precarity is capital gain in the material realm, suggesting that money
and what that entails, such as higher social status and power, will be able to fill the
vacuum left by the lack of lasting emotional connection. The individual, then, unwittingly
in most cases becomes the primary target and promoter of the economic system.
Many questions arise in this portrayal of the individual under the neoliberal
capitalist economy as the crises of care deepen and the burden of negative accrual of
affect becomes ever more concentrated in those populations already marginalized by the
world economic order. What I question is how the affective bonds between individuals
may be considered under this system and how the ways in which the negative accrual of
economic capital, as seen most vividly in the debt-based economy, is also connected to a
negative accrual of both social and affective capital as well. If this negative accrual of
economic capital continues, what does this say for the outcomes of individuals and
communities who find themselves the receivers of this negative accrual of capital? And
might it be said that this negative capital accumulation is attached to the accrual of
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negative affective bonds and, as a consequence, the destruction of communities, a lack of
interaction between humans and their environments and ultimately a lack of care for
others as the individual attempts to deal with one individual crisis after another, which in
turn produces an incapacity to confront a system that perpetuates the accrual of negative
affect and the continuous personal crises to which the individual is subjected?
The universal constant under neoliberal capitalism, then, may be the crisis of the
individual and the continual crisis of the individual is a microcosm that illuminates the
patterns of capitalism, which are self-destructive. The need for constant capital
accumulation, as Nancy Fraser suggests, is the main reason for the crisis of care which
she points to under neoliberal capitalism, or in her words, “global financialized
capitalism.” The social reproductive labor, such as childbearing and rearing, that is
needed for the perpetuation of laborers under capitalism is actually destroyed by the same
system. Under neoliberal capitalism, the underlying ideology that one must go it alone, or
that the individual is the center of the system, goes against the needs the system has for
perpetuating itself. Even as I study this phenomenon within the realm of cinematic
representation, I question how this pervades systems of meaning in other realms. I think
that tying this individualization of care and the onus of care being placed upon the
individual, always already stripped of their capacity for care as they bear the burden of a
negative accumulation of affect, suggests that other systems as well carry the burden of
negative accumulation of capital in the form of lack of care and incapacity for selfreproduction and sustainability. I would like to further understand, for instance, the
connections that may be made between the negative accumulation of affective capital in
ecological terms and how human interactions with their environments, under the
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capitalist regime, may be connected to the current climate crisis. How is this represented
in literature and film and are these representations different from those that I have noted?
My perspective on the individual’s capacity to reach autonomy under neoliberal
capitalism is informed by the representation of class, race, and gender marked youth who
permeate Latin America’s film culture in the “child of stasis”. I consider this
representation the end point of a lengthy historical process which has fashioned Latin
America as a region which is incapable of governing itself. This representation of Latin
America in the figure of impoverished children may, in turn, be considered an
internalization of a narrative of powerlessness. The revolutionary roots of the use of
youth in political discourse, which go back to Simón Bolívar’s “Carta de Jamaica” in
which he expresses his disdain towards the Spanish for not allowing Latin Americans to
rule themselves, provides an additional clue that the narrative of powerless youth is not
one that simply portrays Latin America as an area that is unable to reach autonomy on its
own, but implicates a global economic and cultural process which produces the very
conditions of lack of progress for which the region is criticized. Thus, the “child of
stasis,” as representative of Latin America’s incapacity to come into its own upon its own
terms is a potent symbol of the accrual of negative affect embodied in the most
vulnerable citizen, lacking a future which is self-directed and consequently finding itself
time and again at the whims of global politico-economic powers which seek to guide
Latin America into the future based upon terms of inequality that these films, together,
signal as a comparative lack of care directed toward the region and its most vulnerable
inhabitants on a geopolitical scale.
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